Chapter 9

Raira, 33 Miraa, 4405, Faey Orthodox Calendar


Thursday, 6 March 2019 Terran Standard Calendar


Raira, 33 Miraa, year 1330 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


KMS Tempest, orbiting Prakka 21-E, Andromeda 

After the last three days, this was exactly what he needed.

Merged to his Titan from his office back on Karis, Jason finished the last of his centering exercises to fully settle into the merge, feeling less and less like he was controlling the mecha and more and more like he was the mecha, until it was impossible to tell where the body ended and the machine began.  Four techs flitted around his massive mecha in their armor, performing a visual inspection of the unit before he disengaged his anchors and went to the weapons bay to gear up.


This was going to be a short and hopefully easy mission.  Lorna had begun the next phase of the operation, and that was to needle the Syndicate by going after any assets that were hanging their asses out in the wind.  Lone super-ships, small squadrons, lightly or undefended sensor posts or listening stations, the CCM was now starting to prosecute the war against the Syndicate…and it was all subterfuge.  The last thing the CCM wanted was an all-out war with the Syndicate, so they were conducting these small skirmish operations to keep the Syndicate military and the Board off balance.  They knew that the CCM’s primary objective was the Dreamers, but Lorna couldn’t just let the Syndicate sit there and think about nothing but protecting the Dreamers they had left.  They had to keep their attention divided, and do it in a way that minimized the risk of the Oracles under their control foreseeing the mission and causing the Syndicate to catch them in a trap, and that was what this new phase of the overall plan was about.  The CCM was going after lightly defended military outposts or elements of the Syndicate’s military that were easy targets, mainly to keep the Syndicate on their toes and distract them from the main issue at hand.

What they knew about the Oracles explained how the Consortium could win so many battles yet lose the war. The Oracles didn’t foresee every fight, every battle, they only saw the important ones that would affect the progression of events, and the Syndicate had long fallen into the habit of effectively ignoring any battle that they didn’t think would matter in the grand scheme.  As a result, the Syndicate got their asses kicked in these smaller scale battles or battles that didn’t matter, because they wouldn’t devote assets to the battles and didn’t care about the soldiers that were going to die.  They might care about the cost of the equipment that was going to get blown up, but in a way, that was just part of the cost of doing business when one’s business was profiting off war.  A single ship or sensor outpost was a write-off on the balance sheet to the Syndicate, a stance that Jason had no doubt drove the Syndicate’s military commanders absolutely crazy.


The key here, and why it would work, was the current conflict between the Oracles.  Never before had the Oracles predicted different outcomes to the same question, so now the Syndicate didn’t know if any battle was important or not.  Because of that, the military commanders were reacting to each and every one of these skirmishes, and that was creating the indecision and confusion that Lorna wanted.

What had happened four days ago was a good explanation for why the Oracles disagreed, because four days ago, four of them were freed from the Syndicate.  The four special ops teams all went in at the same time from four of the five operational Nexus stations—delinking Nexus One and Nexus Two for about three hours so they could be pulled for the mission—and all four successfully retrieved the Oracle alive.  Three of the four managed to deal catastrophic damage to the super-ship by leaving behind an antimatter bomb, while the fourth bomb had failed to explode for some reason…and he was glad they hadn’t used any biogenic circuitry in that bomb.  His rule of using only Confederate standard tech in disposable equipment had saved their asses.  It did leave behind moleculartronic circuitry for the Syndicate to study, a computer architecture far beyond theirs, and what was a bit more concerning, it left behind crew that knew that they  had targeted and extracted an Oracle.  The Board would learn about it, and that meant that future missions to recover Oracles were going to be much, much harder.  Because of that, Generations were starting to train to go on those missions, the ones with the highest scores in small unit tactics and exomech combat operations.  A Generation on the team could take out the enemy infantry quickly and efficiently, which would no doubt be absolutely stacked around the Oracle chambers from now on.  Jenn, Hamia, Daila, Seluna, and Kroi were getting ready, just in case they were needed.

Male or not, Jenn was turning out to be one of the best combat Generations they had.  He came in second overall when all combat ratings and scores were averaged, coming in right behind Jason himself.  Behind them, Vella was third, and she was beyond annoyed that two boys were beating her in combat scores.

Jason was rather proud of the fact that he was the documented most dangerous warrior among the Generations, proving that power could be countered by skill and training.  Myleena, Jyslin, Jezzi, Saelle, Vella, Kaili, they were all stronger than him, but he could kick all their asses on a battlefield, because he was trained by the best and he had the skills those legendary instructors imparted to him.  He absolutely blew everyone else off the list in small unit, infantry, and exomech combat scores, he was first in gestalt-merged operations due to the fact he was Cybi’s Primary and had the most experience, and he came in second in fighter combat and third in battleship gestalt tactical operations, serving as the Primary on a battleship or larger class vessel.  Hamia beat him out in fighter ops, which was no surprise given she was an Imperial Marine fighter pilot before coming to the house, and Kaili and Vella beat him out in ship-based Primary operations.  He was the Grand Duke, and damn it all, he’d do whatever it took to protect his people.

But the members of the Board had more important things on their minds right now than mere Oracles.  Just four hours ago, Jason had sent in the frigates to destroy each Board member’s favorite possession, and Kraal would send him a report on their reaction when he could.  The viddy of it was exactly what he expected, each frigate striking from complete surprise and executing a pinpoint strike on the target, while minimizing collateral damage to the target’s surroundings.  They’d used Subrian spatial compression bombs for the strikes, which were small enough to fit in the warhead case of an external plasma torpedo and dealt shockwave damage only in a small area, which had done the job.  They used an aspect of the Torsion effect to deal severe damage in the initial explosion volume, but like all spatial anomalies, the destructive power of the effect diminished logarithmically from its point of origin.  Using spatial compression bombs, they’d wiped out the target but left the buildings next to them still standing.


Subrians.  They were so fucking creative and clever when it came to weaponry.

That was a very personal message from Jason to the members of the Board that if they pursued war with the Confederation, he would bring the war to them.  He would make them hurt, he would make them feel the anguish of war far beyond numbers on a spreadsheet.  He would take from them what they treasured most, their things, and lay ruination at their doorsteps.  Literally.

Jason wasn’t going to be going in with jumpers for this operation.  The Tempest was going in purely as defense, part of a 24 ship task force of KMS, INS, Skaa Imperial Navy (The SIN), and Grimja vessels that would jump to W2AA-31, then attack and destroy a lone super-ship that was there.  The fleet battleship Kamiata was the primary asset in this operation, paired with the tactical battleship Prophet, and Jason and the Storm Riders would be literally riding on the ships’ hulls as part of their close support defense.

It would be a relatively fast mission, and a nice distraction from three days of dealing with the fucking council.

Right now, most of the members of the council were more or less pissed off at him, and more than a little bit concerned by how far and how fast the Karinnes were advancing compared to everyone else.  Krirara had surmised just how his speech had been accepted by the council, and he hadn’t done himself very many favors with how confrontational he decided to be.  But the main concern many of them had, one he had considered himself after the speech, was how the drives made the House of Karinne appear.  The drives were far, far beyond anything anyone else had, technology that was centuries ahead of everyone but the Ruu, and it made the Karinnes look intimidating.


Not that they weren’t intimidating before, but now the gulf between the Karinnes and everyone else was much, much wider, because the Karinnes could do something no one else could, and they wouldn’t share it with anyone.


But the paradox there was that while the rulers were put out with him at the moment, the empires they ruled most definitely were not.  The scientists in other empires were almost fighting each other over the opportunity to get a slot on a KES scout ship on an exo-galactic mission, and Jerrim had reported to him that morning that there was a sudden spike in applications to join the house.  The existence of the drives had been leaked to the press, and now the lay populace of the Confederation knew about them…and they were inciting people to apply.  That seemed to mystify Jerrim a little bit, but not Jason.  He could see the allure to it, to join a house that would soon be spread across multiple galaxies.  The adventurers, the dreamers, the explorers, they saw the drives as the chance to achieve those dreams, to satisfy their wanderlust or their desire for adventure or their desire to settle on a planet far, far away, and that had caused the sudden spike in applications.

The Ruu…they certainly didn’t waste any time.  Observer A had sent him a missive more or less admitting that the Ruu had been working on a similar research project, mainly to mathematically solve the behavior of light in hyperspace, and had requested Karinne assistance.  A was fairly savvy in not asking for the direct answers, but to have the Karinne scientists check the work the Ruu had done so far and confirm or deny that they were going in the right direction.  And that put Jason in a bit of a quandary.  The Ruu were virtually the only empire in the galaxy that Jason would trust not to abuse something like a translight drive, because they were adamantly pacifistic and had similar policies to the Karinnes in how, when, and why they shared their technology with others.  The Ruu saw war as an abomination that went against the Cause, and would only fight when directly attacked, and even then, they would only repel the assault with only as much force as required to protect their people and their property.  They did not kill unless absolutely necessary, and they did not hold grudges.  In many ways, Jason admired and respected the Ruu, and he never dismissed their requests for scientific assistance…even over this.


He was inclined to give the Ruu the help they wanted.  Telling them if they were on the right track wasn’t building the drive, though it did take a fairly big step in that direction.


At least his friends on the council weren’t pissed at him.  Kreel and Krirara were too close to him to get too mad over his speech, and both Dahnai and Enva had more or less blown it off.  And his closer friends on the council also understood his intent and didn’t take offense, those who had known him the longest and had dealt with this specific quirk in Karinne policy concerning their technology the most, like Sk’Vrae, Grayhawk, Magran, Assaba, Vizzie, Grran, and Shakizarr.  Holikk seemed a bit annoyed, as did many of the governments in the Coalition, but he had complete support from the other neutral observers in the council.  And a few of the observer rulers, like Mesaiima and Brayrak Kruu, had tremendous influence over the council.  With them advocating for him, he hoped that things would get smoothed over.


His written missive had done some of that work.  It laid out his stance about the drives in a non-confrontational and very logical way, and what was more, it also explained how the empires could petition the Karinnes for use of the drives, helping them move things or tow ships, that was much more liberal that Jason’s ultimatum about trying to steal the technology.  His speech made it sound like the Karinnes wouldn’t share the drives in any way, where the missive laid out quite a few scenarios where the Karinnes would be more than happy to act as chauffeurs for the other empires.

And the first step of that was the treaty offer that Jason had sent out just this morning.  It was an expansion of the current treaty that allowed Confederation empires to use Karinne resources to explore and claim planets for colonization and expansion, but this new treaty was expanded to planets and territories outside the galaxy.  Jason spelled out in that treaty that he would trust the empires to adhere to the treaty without him watching every single move they made, and the carrot he offered was placing a Stargate in the Magnum Dwarf Stellar Supercluster and opening the galactic formation to exploration by the entire Confederation.


He was willing to do that because the combined scouting of KES and Kimdori probes told them that there were no spacefaring races within the entire formation, so there was no chance that war would break out between Confederation explorers and indigenous races.  There were sentient races in the formation, however.  So far, they’d found 31,412 sentient races in various stages of technological development, from stone age hunter-gatherers to a humanoid species that had reached the computer age, just years from their first space flight.


He released his anchors once the techs were done and walked around the reserve area and to the back of the bay, where the munitions locker was located.  They already had his heavy pulse cannon on the rack and ready to load onto his shoulder pod mount, so all he had to do was step over to the load rack and turn around.  Two techs guided the robotic arms that lowered the cannon into position on one side and a missile pod of Falcon missiles on the other, then the two pods anchored themselves and connected to the Titan’s system.  He tested the cannon before stepping out of the rack, pulling it into firing position, then he reseated it back into carry configuration and stepped over to the weapons locker.  By now, each Storm Rider had not only his or her preference for weapons, but their personal weapons, and Jason’s disruptor was sitting on the rack right where it was supposed to be.  He’d used that particular disruptor for so long that he didn’t like using another.  Its external housing was scratched up, and each one was part of the history between him and that weapon.  He slung the disruptor over and behind his back, then returned to his assigned bay and anchored the rig down.

[Twelve minutes to the Stargate and we jump as soon as we’re through, so stop dawdling,] Tara called over company STG as she walked back to her bay spot after arming.  [And orders are in.  A squad, B squad, you’ll be on the hull of the Prophet.  C and D squads, you’ll be on the hull of the Kamiata.  K1, R2, and R3 are assigned to A squad.  R4, R5, and R6 are assigned to C squad.  Individual deployment locations will be loaded to your nav, so look for it.]

Jason checked his nav computer, and saw that Tara was right.  His assigned location on the hull was highlighted on a diagram of the hull, and they were putting him near the bow on the port side, backing up a mecha bunker position used by Gladiators and Juggernauts.  Titans were too big for those bunkers, but Titans had their own hard shields, so they didn’t really need them.  And being on the ship meant they’d be protected by the ship’s shield and diffuser, so they didn’t have to run that either unless the ship switched to its shockwave system.  If they did that, Jason would raise his diffuser as defense against the Torsion weapons used by enemy rigs.


[You ready for this Vila?] Jason communed directly to the Primary on the Prophet, who was the youngest of all the Generations qualified to act as a Primary.  Vila was only 24 years old and was still in primary school, but she’d done all the training and passed all the tests to sit in a Primary’s chair, and so here she was.  This was her first combat mission, and in a way, this was a good mission on which for her to cut her teeth.  Not that crazy, short, straightforward, and with no surprises.

She may not even be an adult by Karinne standards, but the fact that she was a Generation meant that those rules were bent, because they needed her.  And her being here was mainly her own doing.  She had hounded Jason for takirs to be allowed to run combat missions as a Primary after she passed the training and earned her combat rating.  She wanted to be here, they needed her here, so she was here.


[A little nervous, Jayce, but I’m ready,] she answered honestly.


[Don’t overthink things, Vila,] Maida assured her.  She was the Primary on the Kamiata.  [You’ve done this hundreds of times, this is no different from training.  I’ve seen your training vids, and I’m entirely comfortable with you leading me in.  You’ve got this, kid.]


[Thanks, Maida,] she answered gratefully.

Jason and Maida more or less bantered with Vila to keep her relaxed right up to when they jumped, passing through the Stargate to Atrovet and them jumping almost immediately after the task force was back in formation, and then they broke up the party to prepare.  It was a 38 minute jump from Prakka to W2AA-31, which was on the edge of the “dead zone” of destroyed sectors that ran about right through the middle of Andromeda through the U and W sectors.  Had the Syndicate not pushed the Consortium back into their own territory, W2AA-31 would have been destroyed as well by advancing Consortium forces.  The system was one of the smaller military bases, not big or important enough for them to interdict, mainly a sensor post to monitor the dead zone and track inbound Consortium jumps so the Syndicate could scramble ships to the system they intended to attack.  The outpost no longer really had any defense since the Consortium had been pushed far back, to the point where the base really no longer served any real purpose, and the only reason the super-ship was there was because they were evacuating the base personnel and preparing to abandon the base.

Things looked to be right on schedule when they dropped into normal space at jump distance from the planet and super-ship, and the task force accelerated to flank to chase down the ship before it could escape.   The task force shifted into attack formation with the Prophet and Kamiata edging into the lead, the other 22 ships arrayed to the sides in a wedge formation designed to protect the fleet battleship as much as possible, since it was the kill ship in the task force.  The Tempest advanced into the front of the formation, coming in over the top of the fleet battleship, then matched course and speed.  [Reserves on the line!] Tara barked over company STG.  Jason released the anchors on his mecha and advanced up the center line, then assumed his usual place behind Tara.  [C squad, D squad, up!] she called.  On the deck below, the Titans prepared to exit the ship from the launch doors.  [Launch!]  Jason watched over telemetry as the 23 mecha dropped from the Whale and landed on the hull of the fleet battleship, then started to spread out to their assigned positions.  Because the ship was moving at flank, they couldn’t use glide drives, and using flight pods that close to the hull wasn’t exactly what they were designed to do, so the Titans were hoofing it…and some of them had a long way to go.  The Whale inched up to the tactical battleship, and when they crossed over the stern, Tara released the anchors on her Titan.  [A squad, B squad, up!] she barked, turning towards the launch door as it opened.  The light over the door flashed red, then turned green.  [Launch!]

It almost felt as if they weren’t moving, since they weren’t accelerating or decelerating and thus had no difference of inertia, but the fact that they were moving at nearly 65% of the speed of light meant that they had different protocols.  Their flight pods and glide drives couldn’t go that fast, so they couldn’t use them…one of the very few ways were differential engines had an advantage over translation engines.  Since the ship’s engines were faster than his flight pods, he couldn’t use his flight pods if he was beyond their maximum speed rating.  He couldn’t even use them to adjust his vector.  Since he was within the tactical battleship’s artificial gravity field, he dropped to the hull.  When he hit the hull of the tactical battleship, his mecha’s IP armor system synced with the battleship so the mecha could stand on the hull if the IP activated without interphasic bleed affecting the mecha, and then he was rumbling forward to his assigned position on the port bow, running across the smooth carapace hull in a steady, smooth gait that belied the grace and agility of the massive mecha.  Tara split off from in front of him as she reached her position, and a moment later, he reached the bunker position, which was a hatch in the hull under which was a platform that would raise to let the mecha out onto the hull.  That hatch opened a moment later, and two Juggernauts rose up on the elevator platform and stepped off, and then the hatch closed.  The two mecha took up flanking positions to each side of Jason, who launched a single spinner and pulled his rail cannon over his shoulder and held it in a ready position.  [Spinner telemetry is on Local G,] he told the two Juggernaut riggers over local hyperthreaded gravband, which only had a range of about 50 shakra.

[Got it.  We got access,] one of them replied.


[Katrim?  Katrim Redbow, is that you?]


[It’s me, who is this?]


[Who do you think it is, dork?] Jason retorted.  [Or does the big ID marker “K1” on your HUD stream not mean anything to you?]

He heard the Shio laugh.  [I didn’t even notice!  How did you pull this assignment?]


[Tara thought we were getting too used to R&R,] he answered.  [I thought you moved to a Titan company.]


[Not yet, I failed the rating course.  Again,] he sighed morosely.


[Oh, act like failing only twice makes you pitiful,] the other rigger teased, a Faey woman he didn’t know.  Telemetry marked her as Technical Sergeant Dula Medarre.  [I’m on try number four.]


[Which puts you more or less right in the average,] Jason told her supportively.

[ETA three minutes.  All units get ready,] a comm officer on the Prophet called to the mecha.  [Diffusers on until the initial missile barrage is destroyed, main ship will be running shockwave generator until we come into range of enemy ship Torsion batteries.]


[How do you know each other?] Dula asked.


[Me and K1 went through Juggernaut vector-based combat training together,] the Shio answered.  [Back before he abandoned us for a Titan company.]


[Titans are the future, Katrim.  Get your rating or be left behind,] Jason teased.


[I’m trying,] he nearly whined.


[Everyone knock off the chatter and focus,] the Prophet’s mecha company commander called sternly over STG.  She was a hard-nosed Karinne Marine named Major Latiara Uverre, company commander of the 305th Marine Exomech Company, known as the War Birds.  That was why the two Juggernauts flanking him had large paiki birds painted over the armored chestplates of their mecha, one on each side.

And Jason liked it.  He wanted his mecha companies and fighter squadrons to establish their individuality, so having custom paint jobs and prominently displaying company or squadron mascots, unique artwork, or crests was encouraged.  The tradition started with the KBB, Red Warriors, and the Ghost Squadron, and now virtually every mecha company and fighter squadron had a unique identifier on their mecha, be it a color, a crest or icon on the tailfin, or unique art like the twin paiki mascots of the War Birds.

The Storm Riders now had a custom crest on their mecha, and that was a reproduction of the Phoenix jaingi that adorned Jason’s back.  It was across the chest of his mecha, done in gold instead of white with a red eye, shifted down enough so the head was right over the cockpit doors rather than being on the neck the way it was on him.  Tara had adopted it for the entire company with his permission to serve as her company’s crest, a subtle boast that the Grand Duke Karinne was in her company, and Jason rather liked seeing it on the chests of his comrades.  It connected him to them, and them to him, and they were all as proud to wear his jaingi as he was to see them wearing it.

It went beyond just the mecha.  Tara and four other Storm Riders had a copy of Jason’s own jaingi on their backs…just done the more traditional way, with a Parri using that paste to draw in the design and allow the organisms in the paste to eat away the pigmentation in the skin to produce those ghostly white lines.  And the rest of the company had appointments to get them, since Parri jaingi artists weren’t exactly common, so usually one had to make an appointment and wait.

The jaingi on Tara’s back was fucking sexy, he could admit.  It looked way more sexy on a woman’s back than on a man’s back, because it followed the sensual curve of her back from the waist to the shoulders.

The ships slowed from flank as the planet and super-ship grew in the distance, until the oval ship—the smaller ships weren’t always spheres—was clearly visible, about 12,000 kathra away.  It was one of their smaller super-ships, the size of a very small moon or very large asteroid, maybe only about 600 kathra in diameter at its widest point.  But it had tons of heavy plasma batteries, arrayed primarily around its equatorial circumference at its widest, which was actually a clever design.  The ovoid shape meant that the ship could get firing angles on ships very close to it, the ship’s own curvature didn’t break line of sight nearly as much as if the ship were spherical, and made attacking from the top or bottom to be particularly dangerous…and that was why the ship was rotating to present its widest circumference to the task force, so it could bring to bear all of its heavy plasma batteries.

[Missile barrage incoming, everyone anchor down and shield up,] Tara warned.  Jason deployed his melee shield and his hard shield, extending its coverage to cover the two Juggernauts standing beside him, then he knelt down and presented the melee shield towards the direction from which the missiles would come.  Kneeling down both presented a smaller target to an enemy missile and also made him harder to move if they got caught in a blast wave.  The two smaller mecha took physical cover behind him…and even with him kneeling, the two Juggernauts only came up to the lower chest of his Titan.  The other ships in the task force assumed the straight line formation behind the KMS and INS vessels, allowing the ships with shockwave generators to protect the formation.  About a minute later, the missiles lashed in, and were summarily torn apart by the Torsion flux.  Brilliant detonations lit up the sky as the warheads exploded well away from the ships, and Jason raised his melee shield to further cover his mecha just in case something managed to get through.  After the explosions ceased, Jason heard what he was expecting.  [Enemy mecha launched.  Fighters, ship defense mecha, prepare for incoming, deactivate diffusers.]  The ship accelerated under them as the task force started to spread out behind them, as the Prophet brought the Kamiata in for the kill.  The much smaller enemy super-ship meant that the fleet battleship didn’t have to get nearly as close to it as it did the bigger ships.  The Kamiata could fire on it from 720 kathra away and score a kill, and that put it well outside the range of the enemy’s Torsion weapons.

But the Syndicate had learned that Torsion weapons did jack to the CCM.  Ion and neutron cannons started to fire from the surface of the super-ship, which did have the range to hit them from 8,500 kathra away.  The ship’s shields bloomed into visibility as multiple ion and neutron streams struck them, energy weapons with extreme long range due to the fact that high-energy ions and neutrons didn’t decay like many forms of weapons-level energy forms did.  They just needed proper focusing systems to concentrate the ion or neutron beam so it didn’t disperse or scatter over long range, and the Syndicate had that kind of technology.  But, unfortunately for the Syndicate, Teryon shields were more than strong enough to stand up to ion and neutron weaponry, even with almost all of them concentrating on the Prophet.  They were trying to knock out the Prophet so they could get at the real threat, the Kamiata, which the tactical battleship was actively protecting by acting as a shield.


That was the Prophet’s role in the tactical battleship-fleet battleship tandem, and it was a role in which the tactical battleship excelled, because tactical battleships had defenses nearly as fearsome as its arsenal of weaponry.  They were exceptionally tough ships.

[Enemy mecha ETA 40 seconds.  Everyone tighten your bootstraps,]  Major Uverre barked.  Jason pulled his rail cannon from over his back once again, then pumped the slide to load it. The two Juggernauts with him did the same as he identified the closest targets on his telemetry.  Those he would shoot at as they passed, because most of the enemy mecha would attack the Kamiata.  He deployed his Hound drone as extra firepower, and the robotic quadrupedal unit’s back-mounted rail cannon raised to firing position.  Once he had his first target, he opened fire, and almost immediately afterward, the others did the same.  The shields of the ship bloomed into visibility as the slugs passed through from the inside but didn’t stop them—Teryon shields on something the size of a ship were directional, allowing something to pass from the inside to the outside, where they couldn’t add that feature on a shield generator small enough to fit into a Titan—and he saw his target burst into pieces a split second later, struck by a 52 konn slug made of iron and titanium—or about 50 kilogram or 112 pound—moving at relativistic speed.

The advancing mecha withered under a hail of fire from both the mecha and the ship, as the ship’s AMS pods activated to shoot them down, and as Jason expected, virtually the entire swarm of mecha passed the Prophet by and tried to land on the Kamiata.  The mecha found themselves bouncing off the ship’s hard shields, however, which left them open to attack from the ship’s AMS and defending mecha.  They then found themselves in a nasty crossfire as the Prophet’s defending mecha and stern-facing AMS guns opened up on them, taking fire from both the Kamiata and the Prophet.  Jason and the other riggers kept pounding them with rail fire, until the ship accelerated suddenly, starting its attack run on the super-ship.  He turned and used his weaponry on the incoming missiles fired by the super-ship, which suddenly began to veer off their vectors as Vila started to warp space.  Massive streams of lethal plasma blasted up from the ship when they came in range, but the deadly streams of high-energy plasma were twisted either upwards or downwards as Vila warped space to bend them away, and making sure to send them away from the escorting ships.  [Juggernauts, bunker bunker bunker!  Titans, anchor and shield!] Major Uverre ordered as the rangefinder in his HUD showed him that the fleet battleship was almost in range.  The two Juggernauts quickly withdrew to their bunker position, sliding down into the foxhole and descending as the hatch closed over them, and Jason activated his Teryon shield and his melee shield, then knelt down and presented the shield to the port side as the ship began to turn to starboard to clear the firing line for the Kamiata.  He knew what was coming, and he also knew that being inside the shields of the Prophet was no guarantee of protection.  He recalled his spinner as he had his Hound drone take cover behind him, then hunkered down behind his shield as he saw the gunport doors on the Kamiata’s bow Teryon rail cannon open.

It was over in seconds.  There was a blazing bar of incandescent light that flashed from the fleet battleship into the super-ship, then the super-ship simply dissolved into indescribably bright light, light that would have permanently blinded him had he been looking at it with the naked eye.  The flare filter in his optic system compensated as the super-ship went up like a miniature nova, pieces of its armored hull at the vanguard of the shockwave that roared towards them as the ships raced away.  He scooted to face the  stern and stayed behind his melee shield as the shockwave raced towards them, but the ship accelerated to match the shockwave’s speed, which gave him a startlingly awesome view of the explosive shockwave just behind the Kamiata behind them, very nearly touching its stern.  The ships then started to pull away, outrunning the shockwave, which began to lose its intensity as it expanded.  The two ships rejoined the rest of the task force, falling into formation at the center of it, and they slowed enough to allow the shockwave to pass over them once they were far enough away for their shields to be able to handle the energy.

[Mission complete.  Exo, bring up the Whale,] Tara called over company STG.  [Good job.]


[Hold positions,] the Kamiata’s comm officer called over command STG.  [Long range sensors picking up Syndicate ships dropping out of hyperspace at our planned jump point.]

Jason decided to peek, using his status as the Grand Duke to get access to long range sensors.  There was a formation of 13 ships, including two super-ships, that had just dropped into normal space, and their vector showed that they’d jumped in from W2B-89, a civilian Syndicate system about 207 seconds away in hyperspace.   CCM command could possibly order them to attack a group that small, which was why they’d been ordered to hold.


Or it could be bait for a trap.


Whoever was calling the shots over at CCM HQ no doubt was thinking the same thing, because the orders came down quickly.  [The task force is disengaging,] came the follow-up order.  [All mecha and fighters return and secure for jump.]  The task force turned nearly 90 degrees from their original heading and held a constant speed so the fighters and mecha could return to their landing bays.  When the Whale took up a matching course and speed over the Prophet, Jason returned to the ship using his flight pods.  They were going slow enough for him to use them.  The Tempest was inverted in relation to the Prophet, so he flipped over halfway there and came in through the roof doors and landed on the deck.  C and D squads had already gone down to the lower deck, so there was no crowd of Titans on the upper deck.  The other Storm Riders sorted themselves out as they returned to their bays, and Jason did the same, turning his back to the bay and stepping back into it, then engaging the anchors to lock his rig down.  [K1 secured,] he informed the ground crew.  [Good job, Vila,] he called over to her, his thought proud.  [Well done.]


[Thanks, Jayce,] she replied, her thought both relieved and a bit excited.


[You did good, kid, just like I said you would,] Maida added.  [You can lead me in anytime.]

[We’re not out of the theatre yet, so don’t start celebrating,] Jason warned.  [We can relax once we jump out.]

That didn’t take long.  The Syndicate fleet didn’t pursue when the task force accelerated to flank to get out to jump distance, which allowed the CCM task force to reach jump distance without resistance.  They slowed to jump speed, hesitated just a moment, then they jumped out in unison, heading for a bridge gate set up just outside the galaxy beyond Atrovet that would get them back into Atrovet, and from there, they’d use the Stargate to get to Prakka.  The bridge was set up just outside the interdiction effect out in flat space beyond the galactic rim, in a place that made it look to the Syndicate that all ships jumping for Atrovet were going there, were able to jump through interdiction.  The bridge was hidden by Kimdori SCM and had a ship standing picket at all times that could grab the gate in a towing beam and jump out with it within 14 seconds.

[Now we can relax,] Maida declared.  [Looks like you’re buying the wine tonight, Vila.]

[I can’t drink yet!]


[Then it sucks for you, buying something you can’t have for everyone else,] Maida replied cheekily.


[Push off, Maida!] Vila retorted, which made Jason laugh back in his office.


He switched back to company STG.  [With your permission, skipper, I’m gonna delink.  I got a ton of paperwork to go through and two briefings scheduled for this afternoon.]


[The championship?] she asked.


[Yeah.  You coming?]  Jason had sent tickets to tomorrow’s championship match to the other Storm Riders.  One of their perks for putting up with him.


[Of course I am,] she answered.  [And permission granted.]

[Thanks, skipper.  See you tomorrow.]

Back in his office, Jason opened his eyes and swung his feet out of the merge pod before Rivlin could say anything, then climbed out.  Then again, he was a bit distracted by Chichi, who had followed them into the bedroom and had the young doctor wrapped effectively around her little paw, accepting all the doting and attention he was giving her with smug impudence.  The only guards with him today were Shen and Ryn, who were out in the complex somewhere.  During peacetime, or at least times of minimum security protocols, they didn’t stay with him at all times.  They didn’t even come to work with him all the time, just periodically, and mainly to keep Jason on his toes.  They didn’t want him to get too used to the idea that they weren’t around, Aya had this notion that it might make him even more disobedient than he already was.


But today was a busy day, because of the championship.  Really, he shouldn’t have even gone on that mission, but he took his commitment to the Storm Riders seriously, because it represented his commitment to the KMS and to the house, doing his part just like everyone else.  Because the Paladins were the top seed, that meant that they got to host the championship game, and the fact that it was the championship game meant that a lot of Miaari’s usual rules about visitors to Karis got suspended.  The IBL in particular had been pretty jerky about it, adding people to the list almost at whim and giving Miaari’s office no warning, to the point where people were on transports to Karis that the IBL had invited whom the Karinnes didn’t know had invitations.  Miaari had about 45,000 visitors on Karis to see the match, who had gotten their tickets from the IBL, Tigers, Yila, and House Trefani. The IBL could more or less invite whoever they wanted to a championship match, and IBL rules stated that the visiting Tigers had 30% of the tickets of a championship match to sell or give away, and the Karinnes couldn’t really say anything about it.  Miaari just had to increase security to keep an eye on them.

One main problem they had was that Karsa didn’t have 45,000 hotel rooms, so visitors here for the match couldn’t all stay in Karsa.  The solution was a bit of a clever one in Miaari’s case, in Jason’s opinion, which gave the visitors plenty of room to stay and also made it easy for Miaari to keep an eye on them…all visitors were placed on Sarga.  There were four finished cities on Sarga that were scheduled to be opened for settlement in just a few days, cities built to be tourist destinations for someone looking for a tropical beach vacation.  The cities were completely up and running, had all the support infrastructure in place in the form of utilities, mass transit, and entrepreneurs and their employees who had moved in over a month ago and were ready to open their shops, clubs, and restaurants.  So Miaari put all their visitors over there.  They got to stay in pre-furnished houses and condo apartments meant for Karinne (mostly Shio) citizens, not just hotel rooms, and had all the amenities they’d find in any city on Karis since the cities were ready to be opened for settlement.  They were paying for those lodgings, but they were paying the owners directly, not a hotel or hotel company, in the style of Air B&B that operated on Terra.  Fine dining, shopping, clubs, tropical beaches, tons of vacation activities, the visitors would certainly enjoy themselves over there.  And when they all left, Miaari’s people would sweep the houses and condos to make sure no spy devices were left behind, and then the citizens who owned those homes would move in once the dwellings were cleared.

Jason had gone out there yesterday to tour Melia City with Jyslin, and he’d seen quite a few very happy visitors.  The city was jumping, and they were spending a lot of money, which would really jump-start the local economy across the entire continent.  And while he was there, he stopped by Sarsa and the CBIM facility to tour it before the core crystal was installed, which was scheduled to take place in nine days.  And barely a month after that, if the schedules held, they’d install the last of the CBIMs on Hirga.


And the names were already chosen.  Cybri if female, Cybran if male.


He went back to his desk and went through about twenty reports from Miaari’s office about security and the visitors, then went through several personal messages from Jyslin.  She was touching base with him over the last of the preparations for both match day and the after-party on Tir Tairngire, which would include Meya and Jenn’s wedding.


Then he got into the missives.  There were quite a few “strongly worded” messages from the other members of the Confederation, which were actually fairly watered down compared to what they could have been.  The messages were more or less necessary for them to save face when being disrespected, but most of those rulers that had sent those missives had also signed the exploration and colonization treaties that Jason had sent out, so they couldn’t be too snarky.  A couple of them were fairly severe, though…which he more or less ignored.


Jason’s view of the council, and his position within it, was slowly evolving.  More and more, he was finding them to be…tiring.  The Confederation at its core was a good idea, and a good thing, but he was starting to think that maybe it would work better if the rulers on the council replaced themselves with dedicated representatives that didn’t have galaxy-sized egos and treat the whole thing like some gigantic dick-measuring contest.  Unfortunately, though, most of the rulers rather liked the council, because it gave them a chance to deal with what they saw as their equals in a forum where it was much easier to make deals and expand contacts and influence.  Dahnai and Enva were the perfect examples of that.  Dahnai had really expanded the Imperium’s trade deals and political power outside of Imperium territory thanks to the Confederation, and Enva had turned the Sha’i-ree from a local power to a true galactic power player with her cunning, guile, and smooth tongue.

If only the council were full of Kriraras and Assabas.  True, Assaba was arrogant, but he was all business when it came to council.  Jason has a ton of respect for him.


Actually, the simplest way to deal with that was simply stop attending council sessions unless it was an important one.  That was more or less what he did now.  Cyra attended nearly as many council sessions in his stead as he attended himself.

After he cleared out his inbox, he wasted a bit of time playing with Chichi before going to a scheduled appointment, and that was as the owner of the Paladins…well, really because Jyslin wanted him to be there.  He and Jyslin attended a meeting with the IBL and Yila over tomorrow’s match, a more or less ceremonial meeting where the two team owners gave the IBL official notice that their rosters were set, and their teams were ready to play.  The IBL officials then toured the hosting stadium with both team owners, the stadium manager, the officiating crew for tomorrow’s match, and the head of the groundskeepers in attendance to make sure the pitch was within regulations and the stadium was ready to host the biggest annual sporting event in the Imperium.  The meeting was private, and always had been, so it wasn’t really all that formal.  Their meeting and tour was immediately followed by a walk-through of the stadium for the teams and coaching staffs, which by tradition the owners did not attend.  Yila was her usual self, though she did throw a few barbs in their direction over tomorrow’s match.  That, Jason more or less expected, Yila was the kind to troll an opponent to get into their head and get them to make a mistake.  And at that moment, Jason and Jyslin were very much her opponents, even if they were also her friends.


As much as Yila Trefani had friends.


After the meeting, they split up again.  Jyslin returned to the training facility to rejoin Frinia to get the team ready for tomorrow, and Jason went to another meeting, this one a scheduled cabinet meeting…where virtually no business got done.  The whole thing was just talk about tomorrow’s match and excitement that they were all going to see it in person (except the Kizzik, anyway).

And after the cabinet meeting, Jason and the about all the strip kids that weren’t infants took a ride over to Dahnai’s summer palace.   She’d been in residence for four days, and had the entire Siann on Karis with her, holding court here in the days leading up to the championship match.  The Siann wasn’t staying at the palace, however, they were staying in luxury accommodations in Karsa, by special arrangement with Jason.  The Siann always attended a championship match, and Dahnai couldn’t really keep them all at the summer palace.  It wasn’t that big, unless Grand Duchesses shared rooms or slept on rollaway beds in living rooms…and no way in hell would a Grand Duchess do anything like that.  So, Jason was hosting them in hotels in Karsa, and Miaari was keeping an eye on them as they got the rare chance to explore the city and parts of Karis usually denied to them.


And what had almost become a fixture lately, both Kreel and Enva were at the summer palace when he arrived with the kids, with Krirara wrapping up some business with the Kirri Council back on Kirri’arr before coming with her mate, Krarrik.  Dahnai was hosting several rulers from the council, mainly those friendly with her that wouldn’t mind coming to a sporting event, but the others had yet to arrive.  Kreel had gotten to the point where he spent most of his leisure time on Karis, and Enva was more and more becoming a fixture in Jason, Kreel, and Dahnai’s lives.  When Enva wasn’t hanging out with Dahnai, she was hanging out with Jason or Kreel.  She honestly liked both of them, and Sha’i-ree were an intensely social species, much like the Grimja, who spent most of their time with friends within their social group.  And she considered them part of her social group.


Jason had one more passenger with him today, and it was a fairly important one.  Tiny little Mrar Rahl sat on Jason’s shoulder and let him carry her out of the skimmer, so she didn’t get under anyone’s feet and wouldn’t have to all but run to keep up with her longer-legged companions  This was the Pai’s first visit to the summer palace, the first of many to come, because Mrar was here to start training Dahnai, Kellin, and Sirri in telekinesis, Dahnai and Sirri openly, Kellin in secret.  Jason and Saelle had been doing it, but they decided that they could do with some truly expert instruction, and when it came to telekinesis, one got no more expert than a Pai Master.


It was going to be easy enough to explain why Mrar was here.  Dahnai had decided to go public about her telekinetic ability, mainly because of Shya and Sirri.  Both of them had documented ability that was public knowledge, mainly thanks to Sirri showing off a bit too much back in the palace and outing herself, and too many people on Karis knowing about Shya’s telekinetic ability for it not to leak to the Imperium, so Dahnai was going to reveal her own ability.  And in a way, it was a wise move.  With the throne now being held by Generations, who were all telekinetic, she needed to establish here and now that the Merrane Imperial family had telekinesis running through their line, so their descendents didn’t have to hide their ability.


There wasn’t going to be cover stories of subterfuge when it came to Dahnai.  She was going to announce publicly that she had telekinetic ability, and she’d kept it hidden, following the old Faey tradition of telekinetics not broadcasting their ability out of modesty and respect.  But with both of her daughters’ ability being public knowledge and the Pai entering the picture, she was revealing her ability so she could train with the Pai Masters to see if they could develop her ability beyond its current limits.  It would be very hard for her to hide those lessons, so she was revealing her ability so she could take those lessons without issue or complications.


It also provided cover for the one student that would be a secret, Kellin.  Mrar had a very public reason to be here, and nobody would know just who she was teaching once the doors were closed.

Jason could agree with her decision to reveal it, and also her intent to develop it with a Pai instructor.  Mrar was one of the best teachers Jason had ever had in any subject, and Dahnai would benefit greatly from her instruction.  But to do it, they’d had to reveal the Imperial Family’s little secret to her.  She had to know Dahnai, Kellin, and Sirri were Generations in order to train them properly, due to their ability increasing when using a gestalt.  And that was one of the main reasons Mrar was going to be their teacher, because Mrar could be trusted to keep that information to herself.  Mrar already knew that Shya was a Generation, she had to know to teach her properly, so adding Dahnai’s little secret to it wasn’t all that more for her to carry.  That put Mrar in one of the most elite circles of secrecy on Karis.

“This is a beautiful place,” Mrar noted in Pai.


“Yes it is,” Jason agreed in Pai as they started towards the main house.  “You’re going to need to send to the Empress, Prince Consort, and Crown Princess, Mrar, at least today.  They don’t speak Pai, and might have trouble with some of the pronunciations until they’ve had a chance to practice a little.  Trying to speak Pai immediately after lifting the language would make them sound like a drunken toddler to you.”

“That’s alright,” she assured him as Rann laughed.  “It’s for a good reason, and we’re really not having a session today. I need to assess them before I can start teaching them.”


“Just be warned, Dahnai’s way more arrogant than most.  She is an Empress,” Jason warned.


“Hey!  Don’t bad-mouth Mom!” Shya barked in defense.


“I don’t care who she is out in the world, Jason.  When she’s on my time, she’s my student.”


“And that’s why I love you so much, Mrar,” Jason told her as his kids giggled, which made Shya even more cross. Dahnai, we’re here, he sent across the island.

I’m on the pool deck, she answered.


[Mrar’s here to meet you,] he warned.  [And remember, she can hear commune.  So don’t think she can’t hear you whining.]

Mrar laughed from his shoulder.


[You’re getting off on a bad foot today, buster,] she retorted.  Welcome to the summer palace, Mrar, she sent openly.  I’m looking forward to learning from you.


Happy to be here, your Majesty, she answered, her thought powerful and lucid, betraying just how strong she was.


Learning? Kreel challenged.


I’m a telekinetic, Kreel.  I just keep it secret as a security measure, so I could protect myself if I was attacked…or I used to.  I want to expand my ability, and I’ve seen how much Mrar has helped Jason.  That means I have to go public if I want to get some lessons.  It would be very hard to explain why I’m spending so much time with a Pai otherwise.

Wow, seriously?  You certainly keep that secret well.


An Empress likes to keep a few secrets.  Keeps the Siann on their toes, Dahnai replied lightly.


Jason carried Mrar and led the kids out to the pool deck, where Kreel, Enva, Dahnai, and Kellin were.  Enva and Kreel were in the pool, splashing each other like little kids, Kellin was reading from a handpanel as he sat at the table not far from the kitchen entrance, and Dahnai was in her favorite chair, playing with two of the newest members of Dahnai’s household, a female tabi kitten that she had named Miita and a female kitten named Jai.  There was another tabi kitten sitting on the table where Kellin was, and that was  a male kitten named Ku.  There were five other tabis on the island, but they were service tabis partnered with Imperial Guards.  Miita was owned by Dahnai, Ku belonged to Kellin, Jai belonged to Sirri, and the tabis would travel with their owners as a matter of security and policy.  They were the perfect pet for a paranoid ruler, both adorable and with the ability to sense a lurking assassin.


From what he’d heard, the tabis had already thrown the Siann for a loop, because they reacted to the underlying hostility that the Grand Duchesses had for Dahnai even when they were mouthing platitudes towards her.  Very few of the Grand Duchesses would allow themselves to like Dahnai because she was the Empress, a woman they saw as their enemy, and their disdain for Dahnai made the tabi react.  Because of that, Dahnai stopped bringing Miita to court after just two days, to maintain the illusion of comity within the Siann if nothing else…but she had the tabi with her during private meetings with Grand Duchesses.


The tabis had quickly showed Dahnai just who on the Highborn Council and within the Siann were her true friends.  It was no surprise that Anya and Carissa had passed that test, but it was a bit of a surprise that Yila had also passed that test.  Then again…maybe not.  Yila had no aspirations for the throne, she was quite content to run her own little empire in the shadows, and Dahnai was only her enemy in so much as she represented the law and order Yila had to circumvent to do her business.  And that was just that, business.

Miita, Jai, and Ku were all from different mothers, so Dahnai would allow them to breed and their kittens to breed with each other, and those kittens would be gifts to very important individuals.  Maer also had his own tabi kitten, a male kitten from yet another litter that he had named Bann.  Bann was much older than Miita and Ku, however, more of a juvenile than a kitten.

They hadn’t had them long.  They went to Prakka seven days ago to find a couple of tabi mothers willing to give up their kittens, and since Dahnai didn’t want kittens from the same litter to prevent possible inbreeding, it had taken them nearly ten hours to find three kittens that the mothers were willing to give up and the three of them found attractive enough to want.  Miita and Jai were completely white (the Imperial color), Ku had a white base coat and black spots on his back legs, rump, and tail, and Bann had pale bluish-gray fur with a black band over his eyes like a Terran raccoon, demonstrating how varied tabi fur color could be.  Since tabis didn’t rely on the color of their fur to hide to protect themselves, they hadn’t evolved with fur colors or patterns that blended with their environment.  Tabi fur was nearly as varied as Faey hair color, and they had many different decorative variations, such as stripes, spots, and bands.

Jason set Mrar down once they got onto the stone deck, and she padded up the rest of the way and bowed to Dahnai as Kellin got up to come over to them, and the kids rushed towards Sirri and Maer, who were coming out of the main house carrying ice cream cones of all things.  Maer’s tabi was nowhere to be seen, probably in the kitchen begging treats from the cook.  Tabis were relatively shameless about begging for treats, on top of being darn good at it.  There’s no need to bow in informal circumstances, Mrar, Dahnai corrected her with an earnest smile.  And please, call me Dahnai when we’re in private.  And I must say, Mrar, and please take no offense to this, but you are adorable.


A Pai never minds it when others find her attractive, Dahnai, even if that someone is a hairless giant, she replied cheekily, which made Kreel burst out laughing.


I know, right?  Don’t they just look naked without fur? he agreed.

Watch it, buster, Dahnai threatened, shaking a fist in his direction.  Enva decided to avenge Dahnai’s honor by grabbing hold of the Grimja and dunking him.  Dahnai slid her legs off her lounger and sat on it demurely, looking down at the Pai as Kellin moved to stand behind her chair, his hands coming to rest on her shoulders.  I’m looking forward to learning from a Pai master.  I’ve seen some of the viddy of what your people can do, and I am beyond impressed.  Sirri, come greet your new teacher, she called, waving her hand towards Sirri.

I’ve met Mrar before, Mom, she was over at Shya’s house when I was over there, she replied.  Mrar is super-cool.  It’s good to see you again, Mrar.


You too, Sirri, Mrar answered.  But you may as well separate from the others, I’m here on business.  I need to assess you and your mother so I know where to begin teaching you.


Oh, okay.  Can I finish this ice cream?


Of course.


Awesome!  You want some?


I’ve never had it before.  Sure, I’ll try it, Mrar answered.


Bring a cone out for Mrar, Dahnai ordered of the cook.


I’ll bring it as soon as I make it, your Majesty, came the answer.  What flavor would you prefer, Lady Mrar?


Don’t care.  I’ll try most anything twice, she answered.


Twice? Dahnai asked curiously.


The second time is to make sure the first try wasn’t some kind of fluke, be it good or bad, she replied with a smile on her muzzle.


That’s quite an intriguing world view, Mrar.  I think you and me are going to have a few long talks, Kellin told her.  You mind if I sit in on your session?  I’m very curious to see a Pai Master at work.

Not at all, just don’t interrupt me, she replied.  Clever, Kellin, giving himself a reason to be in the room with his wife and Sirri that Kreel and Enva wouldn’t find suspicious.


After Sirri and Mrar enjoyed their ice cream, the Imperial family retired into the house with the Pai to start their lessons, leaving Jason and the kids with Kreel and Enva, and then Krirara when she arrived very shortly after the lesson began.  Jason and Krirara sat at the table while Kreel and Enva continued their epic watery duel, sharing the pool with Maer and several of the kids.  Jason found himself babysitting Maer’s kitten as the three just-weaned ones played with each other on Dahnai’s lounger.  I’m not surprised to see these here, Krirara mused as she petted Bann.

Enva started a trend, Jason agreed with amusement rippling through his thought.


It’s a good one.  I adore my tabis, she declared proudly from the bottom of the pool.  Enva was a very good swimmer, and she could hold her breath for nearly three minutes.

When did she get them? Krirara asked.

About seven days ago, he answered.  Thinking of getting one?


I have a vulpar living with me, Jason, she reminded him.  And he’s quite a jealous little thing.


The males usually are, Jason chuckled aloud in agreement, rubbing Bann’s belly as he tried to gnaw on the tip of Krirara’s claw.  You staying over tonight?

She nodded.  Dahnai asked me to stay over here, and I think I will.  No doubt Kreel is going to get too drunk tonight for me to get a good night’s sleep.


I will now, then I’ll keep calling you to wake you up and ask you stupid questions, he retorted, hefting a laughing Kyri high over his head, then he turned and threw her a good eight shakra down the pool, showing off the deceptive strength possessed by all Grimja, which was even more surprising given the Grimja were technically a lower gravity species.  She landed with a big splash and immediately went under, only to be quickly replaced by Sora. What time does the game start?

20:00 Imperial Standard Time, which is 11:36 Karsa time.  So we’ll have almost the whole day after the match is done.


Gives Jenn and Meya plenty of time for their wedding after the match, Krirara noted.  Krarrik ambled out of the kitchen carrying a pair of ice cream cones, then sat down beside his mate and offered her one.  “You should try this, my mate.  It’s really good.  This chocolate flavor is quite intriguing.”


“I don’t think I’ve met a single person who doesn’t like ice cream, no matter what species,” Jason chuckled as Krirara took the cone he offered.

“I’ve had this before, at Jason’s house,” she told him, reverting to speech for his benefit.  Krarrik wasn’t a telepath.  “But yes, it’s quite good.”


“Oh, this is Terran?” Krarrik asked.  “I thought it was a Faey indulgence.”


“They think it’s theirs,” he replied.  “Just one of the many foods they stole from us and now pretend they invented.  You staying for the match, Krarrik?”

He nodded.  “Is Jyslin joining us for dinner?”


“No, she’s at the training facility.  She’ll be there most of the night,” he replied.  “She doesn’t want to miss anything.  She’s acting like she’s going to be the one playing tomorrow,” he added with a laugh.  “And that kind of devotion is why she’s the one that owns the team, not me.  I’ve got too much other stuff going on to be a good team owner.  And besides, I like bachi, but I don’t like it that much.”


That’s heresy around Faey,” Krirara mused with a slight smile.


“It’s nearly blasphemy,” he amended, which made her chuckle.

Mrar kept her new students in the main house for a good three hours, during which Jason and the others were joined by a slow but steady progression of both Grand Duchesses and galactic rulers.  Dahnai had invited 12 rulers in addition to the three already here to stay at the summer palace and attend the match tomorrow, and some of them were obvious and some were not.  Secretary Kim, Zaa, Ethikk, Grayhawk, Sk’Vrae, and Magran were fairly obvious due to their strong alliances to the Imperium and their personal relationships with Dahnai, and if anyone really knew both Assaba and Grizza, the two emperors of their respective Skaa empires, they’d also know both of them were fairly obvious.  The Skaa as a race were actually big fans of many different sports, because they enjoyed the competition and the drama of the event, and both Assaba and Grizza found bachi to be interesting because he found Faey to be a very graceful species to watch when they engaged in athletic endeavors.  What was interesting was that Prime Minister Vizzie wasn’t attending, which was quite curious, since Vizzie was the one with the real power in the Republic.  Grizza was Empress of the Skaa Republic, but she had virtually no real power.  She was a figurehead, like the Queen of England, with very limited and strictly defined powers within the Republic government, but like the Queen of England, she was highly admired and respected by the citizens of the Republic.  The Leader Hraga of the Zyagya also wasn’t a huge surprise, given the Zyagya’s near obsession with sports, though it was a surprise that he had accepted Dahnai’s invitation to come to the match.  Holikk as well wasn’t a big surprise, given that the Subrians were working hard to expand their influence in the home sector and with the Imperium in particular.  Nor was Shakizarr much of a surprise, he actually liked bachi as a sport and rarely turned down an invitation like this, because it gave him a chance to work Dahnai to increase the growing trade alliance between the Verutans and the Imperium.  The Verutans were one of the Imperium’s biggest trading partners now, and vice versa.

The surprises on that guest list were Overmaster Birn of the Birkons, using his Hall of Peace bionoid, High Minister Chidari Chann of the Jhri, Queen Sovial of the Jirunji, and the biggest surprise of all to Jason, Council Master Zervinis from the Strath-Zegra Alliance.  He was a Zegra, and Zegra were a very standoffish people.  They weren’t unfriendly, Zervinis was actually quite a jovial and friendly fellow, they were just big believers in the old saying “you leave me alone, I’ll leave you alone.”  The Council Master rarely attended any events outside of official council meetings because of his people’s culture of not involving themselves in business that was not their own, and for him to come to a bachi game…that was saying something.


He certainly stood out in the room.  The Zegra were big, Zervinis was seven shakra tall, which put him nearly eye to eye with a Jobodi, and they weren’t willowy.  Zervinis was as burly as Holikk, barrel-chested and with legs as thick as tree trunks.  He was equine in origin, so he had hooves on his feet, two fingers and a thumb on his hands, a long-haired tail, and had a short-muzzled equine head set on a bipedal body.  He was covered in very short, thick fur that was so fine that it looked like skin, with a tan base coat with a multitude of black stripes…or perhaps he had a black base coat with a multitude of tan stripes, it was hard to tell.  It was easy to see that, because like many cultures, the Zegra didn’t wear anything above the waist as a matter of custom, neither male nor female.  The only garment worn by most Zegra was a kilt-like wrap with a wide belt with a large, decorative golden buckle that held the family crest of the Zegra’s lineage, akin to the dyed bands on the end of a Beryan’s tail.  However, only Zegra from noble lineage wore the crest, much like how the nobles of the Siann and the nobles of Karinne wore the Karinne crest somewhere on their formal robes, uniforms, or armor.  And despite obviously being evolved from a horse-like creature, the Zegra were not herbivores, they were omnivores.  In all, the Zegra were one of the races of the Confederation that Jason rather liked, due to their friendliness, their kindness, and their long-standing custom of minding their own business.

Jason was sitting with Sovial and Shakizarr when Dahnai and her family came out, Kellin carrying Mrar on his shoulder much as Jason had, and they came over to Jason’s table.  Kellin set Mrar down on the tabletop.  “How did it go, Mrar?”


“There’s a great deal of potential there for me to shape, Jason,” she answered.


“A Pai!  I’m delighted to meet you, Mistress,” Sovial told the very small Mrar, smiling down at her.  She was speaking Faey, which was more or less the custom of the council.  The language of the host was the language used.  On Terra and Karis, that meant Faey, given that Faey was the official “common” language of Terra.


“Most apologies.  Faey good not,” Mrar told her.


“Pai can’t insert languages, so she hasn’t learned Faey yet, Sovial,” Jason elaborated.  “She has to wait for her interface to translate.  Queen Sovial said she’s delighted to meet you, Mrar,” he told her in Pai, even though she’d most likely already gotten the translation from her interface.  “And if you speak Pai, they’ll understand you.  Their interfaces can translate it.”


“It’s an honor to meet you as well, your Majesty,” Mrar said smoothly, giving a little bow.  “It’s good to see that us felines have some representation out in the universe.”


Sovial laughed, as did Shakizarr.  “Are you a member of Jason’s staff, Mistress?” Sovial asked.

“I’m his teacher, your Majesty.”


“Mrar is one of the Pai Masters, Sovial,” Jason nodded.  “She’s a telekinesis instructor.  I think you can understand why she’s on Karis.”


“Ahh, a wise move, Jason,” Sovial agreed with a nod.


“She’s not just Jason’s teacher now,” Dahnai said.  “She’s mine and Sirri’s teacher as well.”


The others looked over at her.


“Yes, I’m a telekinetic,” she admitted.  “I kept it secret on the advice of the Imperial Guard as a surprise weapon if I were ever attacked.  But with the Pai here, I’ve decided to reveal it so I can get proper instruction.  They feel I’ll be safer being Pai trained, even if it means that others know about it.”


“So Sirri and Shya inherited their ability from you,” Shakizarr noted.


“Exactly, Shakizarr,” she smiled.


“Her Majesty has some potential that I can work with to improve and expand her ability,” Mrar announced after getting the translation from her interface.  “Princess Sirri, on the other paw, has considerable potential.  Considerable,” she said respectfully.  “She’ll be quite formidable once she’s properly trained.”


Sirri nearly beamed.


“A mother likes to hear that her daughter will surpass her,” Dahnai said lovingly, putting a hand on Sirri’s shoulder.


“What about Maer?” Shakizarr asked.


She sighed and shook her head.  “Telekinesis can run through families among the Faey, but not everyone always inherits it,” she answered.  “Maer has considerable power in talent, but hasn’t shown any telekinetic ability.  But, his children very well may have it.”


“I’ll be the judge of that, your Majesty,” Mrar said brusquely.  “The techniques the Faey use to detect and determine ability are rather crude, if you don’t mind me saying.  And ability doesn’t always manifest at the same time talent does, so Faey often miss it because they test too early.  Ability can manifest much, much later than talent.  Years later.  You should let me assess him.”


“That’s what happened with Jyslin, Yana, and Sheleese,” Jason mused.  “They all had ability and didn’t know it, because they were tested as children, and it didn’t manifest until they were adults.”


“I’d be happy to have you do just that, Mrar,” Dahnai said brightly.  Maer!  Come to the pool!


Be right there, Mother, he answered.  We’re down at the beach.

Mrar took Maer into the house after he got there, and Dahnai joined the table while they waited.  They got into politics and business, so Jason more or less tuned them out and bantered with Kreel and Krirara privately, who were in the pool playing with the kids.  But, in what Jason felt was a nearly shockingly short time, Mrar returned to the table with Maer carrying her, who set her down on the table.  “Add Maer to the training schedule, your Majesty,” she declared simply.


“Really?  Maer, that’s wonderful!  Congratulations, baby!” Dahnai said, giving him a sudden, rough hug from her chair.


“Aww, thanks, Mom.  I had no idea I had TK.”


“None of us did!  How strong is it, Mrar?”


“Fairly,” she replied after getting the translation.  “Just slightly above average for a Pai, but it’s completely unformed.  He has a lot of work to do to gain control over it.”


“Well, that just made my whole year!” Dahnai bubbled.  “Three of my babies have TK!  I couldn’t be prouder as a mother!”


“And I’ll bet Miyai and Kaen also have ability,” Jason noted.  “Raisha’s a Generation, so there’s no doubt there.”


“Trelle, I hope so!  Nothing would make me happier!” Dahnai said earnestly, squeezing Maer’s waist.  “Do you think I could arrange it so a Pai could go to Kallista to train Maer, Mrar?  He’ll be living there after he gets married, and it would be best if he had his own teacher.  He’d be doing a whole lot of traveling back and forth if he trains here with you, and he has school, duties, obligations.  I don’t want him to waste what free time he has on a ship flying back and forth.”

“I’ll make a few inquiries, your Majesty,” Mrar promised.  Clever Dahnai, she knew that Maer couldn’t really train with her and Sirri because it would expose their secret to him.


Jason pondered that as Dahnai continued to crow a bit over it, wandering over to the pool to join Kreel and the kids.  It really shouldn’t be much of a surprise that Maer had telekinetic ability, because it was a hereditary trait, and Dahnai had some considerable ability before she became a Generation.  As strong as she was, it was no surprise that she’d passed on her ability to her kids.  And both Sirri and Shya had had telekinetic ability before they became Generations.  Saelle had coaxed out Sirri’s ability, and Jason had coaxed out Shya’s.  It turned out Maer did as well, it just didn’t manifest until he got much older, so they’d missed it when they tested him.


Really, the Faey did seem to miss a lot of ability in their people, because Mrar was right.  They tested them too early, and if they found no ability, they never retested them.  Their system had missed Yana and Sheleese, and it had also missed Maer.  Dahnai might do with bringing in Pai to help set up a comprehensive testing system that would catch those late bloomers and help them realize their full potential.


And it would behoove him to do the same, since there was a very large Faey population in the house.  It might even be a smart thing to do to have the entire adult Faey population retested to see how many had slipped through the cracks, to see how many more undiscovered telekinetics there were in the house.  He communed that idea to Cybi and put her on the case, gave her the task of coordinating with the Pai to create a new testing system, then retesting the entire population of the house whose species had a documented history of telekinetic ability, to see if those other races were also missing telekinetics.


It had nothing to do with developing telekinetics to use in the military.  It had everything to do with Jason’s belief that as the Grand Duke Karinne, it was his responsibility to help his people become the best they could be.  And if a member of the house had telekinetic ability, it was Jason’s duty to help them develop it if that was what they wanted, even if they never used it for anything but fetching stuff while sitting on the couch.

Either way, he was genuinely happy for Maer.  It would make him feel much more connected to his family, since his sisters and mother were all telekinetic, and it showed that the young Prince had a great deal to offer the world, between his tremendous intelligence, considerable strength in talent combined with the kind of training the Imperial Guard could instill in someone, and now his telekinetic ability.  The Dorannes were definitely getting the better of that bargain when it came to the arranged marriage, much as Jason had lucked out beyond measure when Shya joined the House of Karinne and came to live with Rann.  Shya was probably one of the most formidable of the strip kids because of her wide array of natural abilities, and now that she was a Generation, all of them had been vastly amplified.  Only powerhouses like Kyri and Siyara eclipsed Shya, but not even they could do everything that Shya could do.

Shya was truly, truly special, and he was both proud and grateful beyond measure that she was part of his family.  She was the perfect match for Rann, and her abilities and intelligence would help him be a far more formidable Grand Duke than Jason would ever be.

They stayed for a large, grand dinner that Dahnai threw for her guests, just not quite so formal since it was served out on the pool deck rather than in the dining room—seriously, Dahnai spent almost all her time out on the pool deck when she was at the summer palace—and it was attended by members of the Siann and galactic rulers either wearing swim suits or nothing at all.  But after the dinner was over, Jason decided it was time to go home…with only Kreel tagging along.  All the kids had been invited to stay over for a sleepover party by Sirri and Maer, so Jason returned to the house with just Kreel and Aya with him.  But he had plenty to do, since Jyslin was busy over at the training facility, helping Ayama, Surin, and Seido with the twins, then spent a surprisingly quiet evening sitting on the couch with Kreel, Amber and Twilight in his lap and watching viddy as the two of them just relaxed and chatted.

But Kreel had to be Kreel, and he followed up on his threat by pretending to be drunk as he repeatedly called Krirara over the viddy, just to annoy her.  Even just hanging out on the couch drinking ale, Kreel had to satisfy his genetic need to be amusingly obnoxious.
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Karsa Sports Complex, Karsa, Karis

 He’d never seen the KSC so absolutely crazy.

The place was packed, with nearly 14,000 beyond its usual maximum capacity as standing room only tickets, people standing along the back walls of the bleacher sections and along the ramps, even spilling out into the concourses, and everyone was beyond ready for the match to begin.  There was a large contingent of fans on the far side of the field wearing Tamiri Tiger red, yellow, and purple, but the vast majority of the stadium was a sea of blue, white, and gold, the colors of both the House of Karinne and the Karis Paladins.  Jason himself was wearing an official Karis Paladins jersey as he sat in his seats down in the stadium, first row center line and right behind the Paladins bench.  He had all the older strip kids with him and a few kids of friends and galactic rulers, taking up the entire first row, and with Imperial Guards standing on the aisle on each side.  Jyslin was down on the sideline with Frinia, standing just beside the huddled up coaching staff as the players took up their stick and got ready for the pre-game ceremony, immediately after which the match would begin.  As the owner, Jyslin had the right to be on the sideline, but she was smart enough not to think she was a coach.  She was there to be there with her team, kissing cheeks and patting shoulders as she went down the line of players, doing her best to get them ready for the most important match many of them had ever played.

Just about the entire Imperium and House of Karinne had ground to a halt because of this, and it was something of an annual thing among the Faey.  Shops were closed, people were packed into bars and patios and viewing parties in homes, parks, and large open areas, and there was barely a hovercar in the air in Karsa.  The city was nearly a ghost town, because everyone was somewhere they could watch the match.  The Championship Match was just about the biggest annual event in Faey society that wasn’t New Year’s Day, and was more or less a holiday because most businesses closed a couple of hours before the match so the employees could go home or to a viewing party to watch it.  About the only things open right now were bars and convenience stores for people to make last-minute runs on things they needed to watch the match, and the city would partially open back up after the match was over so all those people had somewhere to go to either celebrate or commiserate.  Parks, restaurants, and clubs would reopen after the match to cash in on the crowds, and it was something of a new tradition in Karsa for people to go to Crystal Beach to celebrate, started when the Karsa Bombers won the Karis Planetary League championship three years ago.  If the Paladins won, virtually every beach in Karsa would be swarmed with celebrating fans, because Crystal Beach was nowhere near big enough to hold them all.

Even the environment was reacting to the excitement.  All three of the giant oye trees in Karsa, the two that were at the CBIM facilities for Cybi and Cyra and Jason’s own tree, had all flowered over the last few days, which added the heavenly smell of oye flowers wafting through the entire city, with the promise of a shower of aromatic petals when the flowers matured.  Cybi and Cyra’s trees were only a little smaller than Jason’s tree, and both of them flowered quite often.  But neither had started to produce fruit, at least yet.. But still, given how huge oye trees were, the two trees stood as tall as or taller than the buildings around them, and their canopies extended out over the shorter buildings around them.  There were a few places where someone could stand on the roof of a skyscraper and nearly reach out and touch the tip of a golden leaf of an oye tree.

They were part of Karsa’s skyline, and a beloved part of the city’s very identity.  Karsa would not be Karsa without the three oye trees that grew within its borders, two in the heart of downtown not far from each other, close enough for the edges of their canopies to intermesh, and Jason’s tree in the northeast corner of the city, dominating the residential areas of that part of the city.  The official seal of Karsa included Cybi’s and Cyra’s oye trees in its design.


The seating wasn’t by importance, age, or relation to him.  Jason had Kreel and Enva sitting on one side of him and Krirara, Krarrik, and their son Krairak on the other, who was home on holiday from school.  To each side of them, they had Latoiya on one side and Ryla on the other, who was Myri’s oldest and not Jason’s biological daughter (though he considered her his as much as he considered Danelle his).  Miaari’s three cubs, Yemaari, Maaleth, and Haan, were sitting on the other side of Ryla, and Grayhawk’s younger son was sitting on the other side of Latoiya, who out of tradition was also named Grayhawk.  All of Grayhawk’s children, boy or girl, were officially named Grayhawk (no other name, just Grayhawk, which was a tradition of the High Prince’s family that was outside the usual naming customs for Shio), though they all had nicknames.  Grayhawk’s son Grayhawk was known as Akro to most everyone, which was a Shio word for swift, and he’d come to Karis enough to know the strip kids by name and have some friendships among them.  That was why he’d been invited.  Kreel had brought his adolescent nephew Arvid to the match, who was sitting with Aran and Zachary, Aria was sitting with Rann and Shya further down the row, and on the other side of the row, Jason had another child of a guest, Anya’s daughter Mari, who was sitting with Yuri and Sami, who were her best friends on Karis.  Yuri was her best friend period.  Rook was sitting on the other side of Sami, in his newest bionoid body, giving it a test drive…but it still had the metallic skin he favored.  The bionoids of the other biogenic computers were sitting past him, all the way out to the end of the row, where Shen and Dera stood guard.  Mikano was sitting down the line from Jason, invited by Jyslin, who had threatened Jason with bloody murder if he didn’t pull the Javelin off the board so she could attend in person.  Jason had one more diplomatic guest down in the seats, and that was Enva’s youngest daughter Medra, who was an absolute cutie…and also well developed in ways that teenage boys found very interesting despite only being 11 years old.  But, that was how Sha’i-ree matured, so it was entirely natural.  They started puberty around nine and were considered fully sexually mature at 11, even though they weren’t considered adults in their society until the age of 17.  She was sitting down at the other end of the row from the CBIMs, sitting beside Zara, Min’s oldest.

That put quite a bit of species diversity in Jason’s seats, and in a way, reflected the House of Karinne as a whole.  It wasn’t just Faey, Terrans, and Shio packed into the stadium, the three races that made up the majority of the house population, it was a panoply of races and species spanning the entire galaxy.  The hands being thrust into the air may have fur on them, or talons, or only three fingers, or maybe seven.  They may be long and graceful, or ham-fisted and powerful.  Those hands may be covered in scales, or webbed, or may not be a hand at all, but rather a tentacle or the thumbclaw of a wing or the tip of a chitinous or bony blade or spur.  Jason saw so many different faces out there, all of them unified in their excitement for the home team, and it made him feel so much hope that they could all unite over something much more important than a bachi match.


But for now, he’d take this small victory.


Dahnai had an official role in the championship match, and she fulfilled it after the teams filed onto the field.  Her job in the pregame was to carry the Empress’ Crown out from the locker room area and set it on a pedestal sitting at the midfield center mark, which then rose up and hovered about 100 shakra over the pitch, to let the teams see the prize.  She came out wearing a very special set of formal robes made just for this ceremony, done in the colors of the teams playing…and given that sometimes two teams had clashing colors, it was sometimes a challenge for the tailors to come up with something that honored the tradition but also looked good.  Luckily for them, though, the colors of the Tigers and the Paladins were complementary, so her formal robes were rather smashing.  She certainly hammed it up, presenting it over her head to all four sides of the pitch, letting the fans see the antique, then she set it on the hovering platform, a glass dome rotated over it to protect it and keep it from sliding off, and then the small pedestal rose up over the pitch on its hoverpods, where it would stay until the presentation ceremony after the game.  Her other role was to be present at the pre-match meeting between the officials, head coaches, and the captains of the two teams.  After that, Dahnai withdrew to her ceremonial seat on a hovering platform behind the bench of the visiting team, which was a faithful replica of her throne in the palace back in the palace.  The platform would raise just high enough to look over the players on the sideline but not so high she blocked the view of the spectators in the stands behind her.  In the interests of security, a hard shield briefly shimmered into visibility around her platform as it was activated and then returned to invisibility, once she was properly ensconced and the platform raised.


That was why Dahnai wasn’t sitting with Jason or up in the skybox with her kids and other dignitaries.  For this match, she had a special seat on the pitch itself, part of the 720 year old traditions of the IBL.  And she wouldn’t spend the entire game on the Tigers sidelines.  After the half, she’d move to the home team’s side of the pitch.


The captains moved to each side of the field, and a thunder rolled through the stadium when the players took the pitch.  It was so loud that Jason turned on the dampers in the earplugs he was wearing, reducing the roar to a non-painful level.  He knew what it would be like sitting on the front row, he and all his kids and guests had come prepared for it.

Fortunately, they didn’t need to shout to communicate.  It’s even louder than you said it would be, Jayce, Krirara complained as she hastily put in her Kirri-shaped earplugs.


I warned you, was all he sent in reply.  This is one of the loudest stadiums in pro-level sports, the shape of it just amplifies the roar of the crowd.  Why do you think they sell earplugs on the concourse? he added cheekily.


The head referee walked out to the center mark with the ball, and barely a minute later, the match officially began. And from the very first minute of the match, everyone knew that they were going to see one hell of a match, because there was one player from each team laying writhing on the pitch and the score was 1-0 Paladins just 48 seconds into the match.  Both teams were making it clear that players were going to be leaving blood, teeth, and maybe even eyes and ears on the pitch when the match was over, which wasn’t unusual for a championship match.  This was usually the most physical and bloody match of the year.


And that level of brutal aggression from both teams did not ebb over the first two divisions.  The clock didn’t stop for injuries in bachi unless a coach used up her precious time-out or a player was laying dying on the field, so there were several girls out there on both teams playing with blood flowing down their arms, legs, or necks, refusing to go in for treatment to leave their team a woman down while they were tended.  Just like Terran soccer, if a player left the pitch and was substituted, she couldn’t come back into the match, and a team only had two substitutions per half that did not carry over if they were not used in the first half, so the players were playing through just about anything but a broken bone so they didn’t get pulled and also didn’t leave their team shorthanded while they got bandaged or wrapped.  And while the play was aggressive and maybe a little violent, it was still absolutely enthralling, as the best system in IBL bachi came up against some of the highest-priced talent in the IBL, and it was a spectacle.  There was an entire highlight reel worth of amazing plays just in the first half!


At halftime, it was 15-13 Paladins, and the stadium nearly emptied as everyone rushed to the bathroom or to buy concessions.  There was no “half time show” in the championship match, they didn’t deviate from IBL rules in any way for this game, and that included the length of halftime.  There was entertainment, however, as those who didn’t charge for the bathroom got to enjoy a flyover of ships from dozens of different empires from the CCM, letting them show off their ships for the entire Confederation.  The flyover procession was led by a KMS frigate and a Sha’i-ree fast attack frigate, two of the fastest, sleekest ships in the CCM, and the ships just got bigger and bigger as they passed over.  The procession was crowned by a flyover of the KMS Kinai, flying on a very specific vector that allowed the ship to dip down into the atmosphere and get close enough to the ground for those below to truly appreciate its size without permanently disrupting the upper level jet stream of the planet’s atmosphere or altering the orbit or orbital track of the planet, Kosigi, or any of the planet’s orbiting artificial satellites.


There was a reason ships as big as the Kinai didn’t come into a planet’s atmosphere without a hell of a lot of preparation. The effect they could have on a planet’s weather was just one of the hidden dangers they could pose.  A ship big enough to create its own tides could have plenty of other detrimental effects on a planet’s workings.


Dahani’s hovering platform moved across the pitch just before the players took the field, and that put her barely a dozen shakra from where he was sitting.  I think I know who’s getting the crown this year, she noted privately to him.


Oh really?


Paladins will wrap this one up early in the fourth, she predicted.  The Paladin defense is confusing the hell out of the Tigers’ playcaller.  They’re lucky they scored as many goals as they have, she analyzed..  They scored those goals on the pure skill and athleticism of Braika Moralle, their center striker.  The Paladins will shut her down in the second half, and that’ll be it.  I say Paladins by five goals, maybe 22-17.

And every listener in the stadium will now believe the game is rigged, he teased, which made Shya burst out laughing down the row.


Hey, no rigging involved.  That’s my opinion as a fan of the game.  Why are you bitching anyway, babes?  I’m predicting that your team will win.

Because I don’t want sixty years of you didn’t win that crown fair and square to follow Jyslin around, he replied.  Just keep your analysis to yourself, love.  If you wanna rub my face in your analytical skills, write it all down and show me after the match.

She just had to laugh.  Fair enough, she sent, turning in her seat and grinning at him.


Dahnai, however, proved to be quite an effective analyst.  She said that the Paladin defense would shut Braika Moralle down, and that was exactly what they did.  The Tigers’ center striker couldn’t take one step inside the outer arc without having the best defender on the Paladins in her face, and the closer she got to the inner arc, the more she got doubleteamed.  And that incredible Paladins defense were masters of doubleteaming strikers, rotating quickly and smoothly so the open woman wasn’t open long enough to be able to do anything if they passed her the ball.  The Paladins strangled the Tigers offense in the third division, but the Tigers had made some great halftime adjustments of their own to throttle the Paladins offense, turning the third division into a defensive struggle where only two goals were scored, one for each side.


Things got very, very interesting at the start of the fourth division, because desperation was starting to set in on both sides.  Both sides started taking more chances, the Tigers trying to tie the game and the Paladins trying get a comfortable lead, and that turned the last 16 minutes of the match into a wild, exhausting near-melee, each offense crashing into the defensive walls of the other team and running up and down the pitch in a near-constant fast break counterattack, with a whole lot of fouls being called when tempers started to flare.  Things got scary for the Paladins when the centerpiece of the Paladins offense, center midfielder Emala Kivalle, went down after being hit in the head with a bachi stick, knocking her out cold.  The Paladins had to use their last substitution, and a rippling gasp went through the entire House of Karinne when the head coach didn’t send out the usual reserve center midfielder, she sent out a member of the practice squad that had been moved to the active roster for the game, true rookie Hirika Gomanne.  Even Jason couldn’t figure out just what the hell head coach Jami Goramae was thinking sending out a practice squad rookie in a game like this.  It was clearly the gutsiest call made by an IBL head coach in a hundred years.


Barely twenty seconds later, Jason saw why.  The Paladins were awarded a penalty for the foul on Emala, which had to be played from the spot of the foul, and since Emala was substituted, her substitute had to play the penalty.  And that willowy little rookie scored from nearly all the way across the pitch.  She launched the ball 287 shakra in a gorgeous rainbow arc from the spot of the foul and dead-centered the top half of the goal, sailing it in right over the robo-blocker, which was placed in the center of the goal and could not move.  The Tigers defenders could only watch helplessly as the ball sailed in, because they were not allowed to use the robo-blocker on a penalty and the ball came in on too high of an arc for them to defend it themselves.  It was just…beautiful.

Ho.  Lee.  Shit, Jason intoned reverently as a stunned silence rippled through the crowd, followed up by a thunderous explosion of cheers.  What she’d just done was akin to a basketball player swishing a full court shot, or a golfer scoring a hole in one by dropping the ball directly into the cup.  Tons of bachi players had the power to launch a bachi ball that far, but not with that kind of accuracy.

Fucking amen.  I’ve never seen that kind of long-distance accuracy, Dahnai agreed.  And she was on the practice squad, so the Tigers never saw her coming.  That shot just went right through their fucking hearts.

Dahnai was right, that shot was the proverbial dagger.  Hirika was no Emala, which was why she moved to left striker, the left striker moved to left midfielder, and sub-captain Trima Dokarre took over at center midfielder to lead the offense, but the damage had been done.  Jami’s strategy for the remaining five minutes of the match was to put the ball in Hirika’s stick as much as possible and just fucking dare the Tigers to foul her, since they’d just seen that she could score from anywhere on the pitch.  That broke the Tigers defense, that had been relying on fouling as liberally and as violently as possible, knocking Paladins players on their asses to break up offensive plays.  The Paladins scored one more goal to go ahead by four, and the Paladins defense continued to shut out the Tigers, effectively running out the clock.


When the final gun sounded, the Paladins had defeated the Tamiri Tigers 20-16.  Dahnai hadn’t been right with her prediction, but she was pretty close.

Jason was honestly surprised the entire stadium didn’t collapse.  The place was shaking, he could feel the floor under his feet rocking up and down as the fans went absolutely nuts, screaming and jumping, feet stomping, tails slapping on the seats and floor, shrill cries and shrieks rising over the roar as some of the louder species showed off their vocal prowess.  The heavy plasma ground batteries around the city began to fire into the air at their lowest power setting, causing relatively harmless, brilliant red and orange streams of plasma to streak up into the heavens.  A flight of Wolf fighters flew over the stadium fast enough to create a sonic boom, but that sonic boom was barely audible in the din.

The noise continued as the Paladins did their customary lap around the pitch, carrying Hirika on their shoulders—and rightfully so, that slender young woman had more or less won the match for them—and then it was time for the presentation of the crown.  The team, coaches, and Jyslin and Frinia assembled at the center of the pitch with several IBL officials, and then the Empress Dahnai Merrane walked out onto the pitch.  The team, coaches, and Jyslin watched with tears in their eyes as the pedestal lowered down to the turf, then the Empress stepped up to it.  Dahnai took up the crown and turned, then raised it over her head.  I award the Empress’ Crown to the Karis Paladins, winner of the Interstellar Bachi League’s 4404-4405 season championship, she sent with clarity and power.  Congratulations on your season and your victory, Paladins.  Well played!  The telepathic members of the crowd erupted into applause as Dahnai stepped up, and as per tradition, set the crown on the head of the player the team selected to receive the honor…none other than Hirika Gomanne.  The rookie was nearly fainting as she knelt down and let Dahnai place the crown on her head, and she had to be helped back to her feet by her teammates.  She bowed to the Empress, as per tradition, took a few seconds to relish the moment and to let hovering camera pods take pictures and viddy of it, and then took the crown off her head and put it on the head of the team captain, Emala.  And one by one, the team took turns wearing the crown for a few seconds, then the coaches, and then finally Jyslin herself as the team owner.  She then took it off her head and placed it back on the cushion on the pedestal, and the pedestal’s dome closed and it lifted up off the turf, ready to be taken to the first stop on its publicity tour around Karsa.  While they had custody of it, Jyslin intended to keep the real crown in the house, and put an exact replica of it on display in the trophy case in the training facility.  The crown would ultimately be returned to the IBL at the end of the regular season so the next champion could have it awarded to them, and the replica crown that was on display would become their permanent trophy.  The trophy crown would have the names of the players and coaches engraved on it and put back in the trophy case.

There was a reason why the real crown wasn’t put on public display without heavy guard.  There was a long-standing, somewhat nefarious and infamous tradition of thieves trying to steal the Empress’ Crown.  Thieves had pulled it off 87 times over the centuries of the IBL, but each time except once when it was stolen, it was tracked down and recovered within a matter of takirs.  The last such attempt was just nine years ago.


That one time the thief got away with it was something of a legend in the Imperium.  In 4075, a professional master thief named Branivan Vokerre pulled off a daring and incredibly well-executed heist and stole the Empress’ Crown the night after it was awarded to the then-Pentovis Demolishers.  He could have escaped into history as the only thief that managed the feat without getting caught, but he did something completely unexpected. At the start of the next season, he mailed the crown back to the IBL with a note that told them that he only stole it for the challenge it represented, and he didn’t want to see the end of the centuries-old tradition of which the crown was part.  The Empress still had him tracked down and arrested, though, forcing him to stand before her in the throne room of the palace.

Where she immediately married him.


Empress Yovia Merrane had decided that any man that could pull off stealing the Empress’ Crown and not get caught, then have the decency to give it back because he didn’t want to see one of the oldest and most revered non-religious traditions in Faey culture ruined, was a man worth marrying.  And according to legend, they lived a very happy and long life afterward, the pair falling in love after the marriage and having eight children…though none of them ascended the throne.  Dahnai wasn’t directly of that branch of the Merrane family, but there were descendents of Yovia and Branivan Merrane in the house.

At least if the legend was true.


The final bit of the ceremony was undertaken, and that was the raising of the banner.  IBL championship teams got to hang a special banner in their home stadium to represent their achievement, like a pennant in baseball, and that banner was raised to hang from just under the windows of Jason and Jyslin’s skybox on the east side of the stadium.  Some of the guests they invited were visible at the window cheering as they looked down from the skybox, watching as the banner was raised into position by two women wearing chromed armor built to resemble the armor worn by the Paladins mascot but with hoverpods in it to let them fly, and then the banner crossbar was annealed to the mounts.  The stadium broke out into the Paladins fight song once the banner was in place, the two armor-clad women backing away and then giving the banner a salute, the rising and lowering notes of the melody shaking the stadium as it was sung louder than ever before.


And that was it.  The IBL season was now officially over, and so were the after-game ceremonies…though the stadium probably wasn’t going to empty out for three or four hours.  The team was heading for the post-match press conference, and in about four hours, after they fulfilled all their IBL-mandated duties, they’d be heading for Tir Tairngire for the wedding and the after-party.  But Jason wasn’t going to wait around that long.  He stood up and motioned for Aya to get the herd moving, initiating it with a sending that only reached his friends and guests, and sent so that non-telepaths would hear it.  Alright, everyone, let’s get on the dropship and head to Tir Tairngire, he ordered.  The team, their families, and Jys will be along after they get all the press stuff done.  [Love, we’re heading for the vacation house,] he sent to  Jyslin.

[We’ll be there as soon as we can,] she answered, her thought elated and nearly scattered with joy and emotion.


[Give Frinia a big kiss for me,] he told her.


He looked across the stadium up to a skybox, and reached out.  You okay up there, Yila?  We’re about to go.


I’m…well, I’m a bit pissed, but not at you, she answered honestly.  I can’t believe we lost like that, where the fuck were you hiding that rookie?


Don’t ask me, you know I have nothing to do with the team.


True.  But I can’t fault my girls.  They played their asses off.  I’m proud of them.


You have good reason to be, he agreed.  You going to hang around for the press stuff or come with us?


I’ll stay here and come with Jyslin, she answered.  I need to go down and talk to the girls, no doubt they’re devastated right now.  But I’m sending Dara with you guys.  I’ll have her go to your skybox.


Have them take her to the landing pad, he countered.  We’re heading there right now.


Alright.

They met up with Dara at the landing pad, who looked far more animated and happy than her mother.  Jason gave her a hug when he reached her.  “That was an awesome match! Thank you for inviting us, Uncle Jason!”


“You’re welcome, Dara.  I’m sorry your team lost.”


“We own both teams, Uncle Jason.  We get a trophy no matter what,” she told him simply.


He had to laugh.  “That’s true,” he agreed.  And it was, Yila would get a trophy crown as a minority stakeholder in the team…though it might nettle her every time she looked at it.


Dara rushed right over to Zachary, who took her hand and led her up the steps of the executive dropship, and the Imperial Guards politely herded the rest of them onto the large passenger transport for the trip up to the Kinai, which would take them to Tir Tairngire.

Some people were already there.  When they landed on the pad, Jenn and Meya greeted them.  They weren’t in their wedding robes yet, since they weren’t having the ceremony for a good five hours, and they’d been there for two days getting everything ready and enjoying a bit of a pre-wedding honeymoon.  They were going to have their ceremony under the oye tree, so they’d decorated a nice trellis in front of which they’d stand while taking their vows and posts erected along the sides from which to hang decorations.  They’d set out rugged yet beautiful outdoor cloth for carpets, buntings, and streamers, most of which were hanging from the branches of the tree.


I’m glad this won’t be a funeral during a wedding, Jenn sent cheekily as he took Jason’s hand, a very Terran handshake.  Or a wedding during a funeral.

Jason had to chuckle aloud.  I know, I expect Jys to show up already drunk, he replied, which made the two of them laugh as the kids boiled out of the dropship behind him.  That match was epic.


It sure was, Meya agreed as she gave him a hug, then kissed him on the lips.  Are they bringing the crown here?


No, they’ve already installed it in its case in the KSC, part of the publicity tour.  They’ll put it in like six different places in Karsa over the next ten days before Jyslin gets actual custody of it.  So no, you don’t get to wear it until next takir.

Meya laughed brightly.  I will eventually, she sent with a grin.  Where’s Jys gonna keep it?


In the trophy case at the training facility, he replied.


Suuure she is, Jenn sent dryly


Jason laughed.  Okay, okay, a replica of it will.  The IBL will be sending us the replica in a few days, and we’re supposed to make the switch once Jyslin has custody of the crown.  The real one’s gonna be in our house, under the eye of the Imperial Guard.  Funny thing is, the replica will become the trophy once we give the crown back.  The IBL will have it engraved and send it back to us.

I figured.  Just about everyone knows that the crown that teams display isn’t the real one, because of all the times people have tried to steal it.


Can’t make it easy for them, Jason winked.


Even without most of the party guests being there, Jason certainly wasn’t bored.  He spent nearly two hours just exploring the recently built compound, looking into every room in the house, even going into the service areas and maintenance spaces where the infrastructure was located, taking in everything his new vacation house had to offer.  And it was everything Red Horn promised.  The house was absolutely huge, the size of a small hotel, built so it flowed with the curve of the hillside and with its most striking feature being the huge deck built out over the rocky shore and ocean in the small cove around which the house curled.  After he explored the house, he inspected every building in the compound, from the visitor’s house for the giant wolves—who weren’t there right now, probably out hunting—to the mecha hangar on the far side of the meadow holding the exomechs and fighters that were part of the permanent garrison at the site.  The house was guarded by a permanent detachment of Karinne Marines who lived in barracks beside the mecha hangar.  And the centerpiece of the complex was the oye tree growing at the top of the hill in the center of the meadow, which was now the size of a small Terran redwood tree and its canopy was already covering about the entire hill.

By the time Jyslin, the team, and their guests arrived, Jason had had time to wander away from the complex, visiting the nearest Dreamer village to the vacation house to see how they were doing and check up on the progress being made to move them to Tir Tairngire.  He got back in plenty of time for the biggest part of the party, and that was Meya and Jenn’s marriage.  Their marriage was a curious deviation from the Faey need to brag and show off, because most commoner weddings were low-key, intimate affairs without the kind of pomp and circumstance—and drama—that a species like the Faey usually pursued.  Jenn and Meya wore special formal robes for the occasion, but the ceremony itself was simple, earnest, brief, and quite moving.  Much like Dahnai’s wedding, clergy from all three gods of the Faey pantheon were there, since Meya was an Arissi, Jenn was a Demirite, and all weddings were overseen by a Templar of Trelle as part of their religious practices, but they weren’t married by all three in separate phases of the ceremony.  Trelle represented the concept of marriage, so no Faey wedding was considered valid unless blessed by a Templar.  Templars didn’t always attend the actual ceremony, the couple secured the Templar’s blessing after the ceremony was completed, but Meya had arranged to have a Templar at the ceremony.  In a wedding like this, the priestess and the prelate performed the ceremony using ancient customs where each clergy member performed certain roles in the ceremony, then the Templar gave the benediction to bless the union and formalize the marriage after the vows were exchanged.


In typical Faey fashion when it came to a woman chasing a man, the ceremony was brief and to the point.  Barely fifteen minutes after they walked up to the arch, the ceremony was over and they were officially married, to the rousing cheers and applause of the 77 family and friends and 343 guests present, including some family from outside the House of Karinne, like Lorna, Jyslin’s parents Rillin and Yari and brother and her brother’s family, Ivin, Yerae, and their kids Makin and Shera.  All of them were here in person, when the adults usually visited using bionoids Jason had had made for them.  Jenn had opted for a very slim marriage bracer, barely more than a bracelet, made not out of a precious metal, but out of compressed Neutronium…which was far more expensive than if it had been made of gold or platinum.  And in a way, it exemplified Jenn’s personality.  Beautiful, elegant, sophisticated…and hard as diamond.  Jenn was the ultimate example of a Faey man who utterly embraced the gender equality within the House of Karinne, challenging the roles of men in Faey society even as he embodied what most Faey men aspired to be; devastatingly handsome, rich, powerful, and respected.

After the ceremony, the party turned into a reception out on the main deck, and it went on for hours.  The house staff was assisted by Seido, Ayama, Surin, and an outside catering company to feed the large number of people, and they even had live music supplied not by a band, but by Jason and the Imperial Guard, many of which were quite skilled musicians.  And Jason didn’t mind one bit sitting at a piano for a couple of hours and playing Terran jazz and Faey neo-fusion with Aya, Dera, Ryn, Suri, Shen, Mai, Uma, and Kaera.  Jason’s love of music was still just as deep as it was when he was a child, sitting at the piano with his beloved mother.  One of the players had kept one of the game balls used in the championship match, and they passed it around the party like it was the Empress’ Crown.  And that small ball evoked some emotion, probably the most from Frinia, who sat by the door into the house and all but clutched it to her chest, a look of extreme joy on her face.

She had reason to be happy.  It was the first championship for the Paladins, and her decades of hard work and even sacrifice in selling the team to Jason so he could back it with Karinne’s credits had paid off.  She got her championship.  Her Paladins had finally won the Crown.


It was a good time.  Jason barely realized that five hours had gone by until the sun started to set, finding himself taking a walk around the meadow with one of the giant wolves, who had come and joined the festivities when the noise attracted their attention.  Others were out away from the main party, taking some quiet time, so he found himself stopping to talk to this person or that, some he knew, some he didn’t.  But not all of those meetings were random.  He was sitting at the edge of the rocky cliff with Rillin, catching up with his father-in-law about his progress with the factory on Jerama, when Miaari hunted him down.  She padded up to them and spared a moment to reach up and scratch the giant wolf under the chin.  “Jason, Denmother needs to talk to you,” she told him.

“Fine, where is she?”


“In your office upstairs,” she replied.


“Alright.  Sorry, Rillin, gotta go.  Sounds like work is calling,” he said.


“That’s alright, son.  I think Vari should be about ready to go home by now,” he noted lightly.  “She’s most likely either drunk or asleep…or both.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised,” he chuckled as he got up.


Jason’s office in the vacation house followed the same theme as the rest of the house, and that was that it was clearly designed for him to relax even as he did work.  It was nearly twice the size of his office in the White House, and like all rooms facing the ocean, it was dominated by a wall of floor to ceiling windows in front of which his work desk was placed.  All he had to do to enjoy the view was swing his chair around.  The office was meant for work, but it had couches, chairs, a vidlink that projected out a gigantic hologram for watching movies and viddy, a wet bar, and an in-room play area for the toddlers and babies, so he could mind them if Jyslin was busy.  The room was done in light, airy colors, whites and tans and soft yellows, but the Karinne crest was painted on the opposite wall from the windows in the house colors, which he would look up and see every time he sat at his desk.  And on the wall to his right, his jaingi had been painted on the wall in a bright gold, with the script Storm Riders flowing in a banner across the bottom.

He was very fond of that little touch.


Zaa was standing by the desk, her back to him as he came in as she looked out the windows.  She had her hands behind her back over her tail, which was swishing back and forth absently.  “Denmother,” he called as he closed the door.  “I take it I’m putting the room in secure mode?”


“Yes,” she answered, so he hit the buttons by the door to do so.  The huge windows shimmered and darkened, a visible indication that they were now proof against eavesdropping.  “We have erred, Jason.  Badly,” she said in a stony voice.

“Uh oh,” he said as he walked the considerable distance towards her.  “Where did we screw up?”


“Kraal has sent back word of the Board’s reaction to your attack,” she said.  “Their response is that they are mustering their fleets, and intend to send everything at us.  They have ordered their military to begin preparations to send an invasion force to our galaxy, numbering at least a million ships.  The Board voted unanimously to prosecute the war against the Confederation until they burn the entire Milky Way to ash.  It seems that they were quite willing to tolerate the loss of ships and crew, were even willing to reserve action as we targeted the Dreamers, but the loss of what was theirs has enraged them beyond all measure.  We struck at them personally, Jason, and they have taken that attack personally.  Now they seek to use the full might of the government they control to answer that personal attack.”


“So, in other words, we just triggered the one thing we didn’t want to have happen,” he said grimly.


“Yes,” she replied in that same emotionless, stony voice.  “But it is not a mistake you carry alone.  I approved of your plan.  So did Lorna and the command staff of the CCM.  We believed, as you did, that the display would demonstrate to the Board that we would not be the same enemy as the Consortium and bring them to the negotiating table.  It seems that we dreadfully underestimated a Benga’s attachment to their material possessions,” she said, looking over at him with a stoic expression.  “And now the Board is preparing for an all-out war of total destruction as retribution for the sin of destroying what is theirs.”


Jason gave a long, forlorn sigh and stepped back, leaning against the corner of his desk.  That was the last thing he expected to have happen.  He never believed in a million years that blowing up one manor or building or piece of property would trigger a reaction like this.  Yes, they went after the most prized one owned by each member of the Board, but they had hundreds, thousands of estates and manors and buildings.  Some even owned their own personal planets.  It seemed…irrational for them to react with such fury to this.

“I have arranged to speak to an expert so we might find some way to head this off before it gets completely out of control,” she said.  “He should be arriving very soon.”


“Who?’


“One of the Benga working for us.  The rigger, Gen Lun Ba Ru,” she answered.  “Perhaps he can explain why we were so wrong and help us prevent making another mistake of this magnitude.”


“You’re bringing a Benga here?” he asked.


“He doesn’t have a jack, Jason, so he can’t use a bionoid.  And I’m not about to discuss something like this over comm, not even encrypted biogenic comm.  My children have inspected him, and he’s no threat.  He may not be loyal to the Confederation, but he respects the way we’ve treated him, and he’s sincere in both his desire to avoid war and his belief that we share that objective.  He believes that if the Benga engage in total war with the Confederation, that they will lose, and it will throw his people into ruin,” she said simply.  “He sees helping us avoid war as saving his people from destruction.  He has a nearly unnatural outlook for a Benga.  He has their acquisitive nature and disregard for life, but he also has a soldier’s devotion to duty.  And he sees it as his duty to protect his people from themselves, given they have no idea who we are and what we can do.  Not like he does.”


“Well, alright, as long as he doesn’t cause any trouble,” he said, then he gave a wry sigh.  “And this is something else the council is going to blame on me,” he realized.  “My track record the last couple of takirs certainly hasn’t been all that good.”


“This wasn’t entirely your fault, cousin,” she told him.  “Yes, it was your initial idea, but it was approved by the CCM.  It was a sanctioned operation.”


“That won’t matter.  It was my idea, so they’ll blame me.  Especially since so many of them are currently pissed at me over the drives.”


“Then I’ll make sure to announce this matter to the council myself,” she said.


“No, I’m grown up enough to own a few nasty stares, Denmother,” he told her.  “I’d rather them only be mad at one of us.  When is the Benga going to arrive?”

“In a few minutes.  He’s in a dropship and coming down to the surface.”


“I hope they blacked out the windows.”


“He’s been kept isolated, Jason,” she nodded.  “We brought him on a Kimdori cruiser He has no idea where he is, and he will have no idea just what this planet is when he arrives.  All he will see is your vacation house compound.”


“Wait, isn’t he a telepath?” he asked.  “If so, we can’t bring him down here.  There are unshielded minds here, Denmother, and some of them know what Tir Tairngire is.  I don’t want any Benga knowing just what this planet is, and what it means, even if he has no idea where it is.  If he ever goes back to the Syndicate, they might find some way to extract the location out of him.”

She gave him a long look, then nodded.  “I’ll order them to hold on the ship, and we’ll go up there,” she agreed.  She touched her memory band with a finger, her eyes absent.


“Alright.  Let me get my armor on.”  Aya, I’m going out, he called.  Have them put Zaa’s dropship on the pad, we’re going to be using it.


Where are you going?


Up to a Kimdori ship in orbit.  And no, you can’t come, he replied as the wall opened, and a suit of armor on a stand extended out of the cubby.


Alright.  That’s safe enough, I suppose, she answered.


The ride up was not a pleasant one, as Jason mulled over Zaa’s bombshell, then his mind started the what if circular train of thought.  He couldn’t see where they went wrong, because he still just couldn’t believe that the Board would react like that to something that he didn’t see anything more than a slap in their faces.  It wasn’t like he’d rounded up their entire families and executed them one by one, then sent them the viddy of it.  Or maybe…that was where he made the mistake.  For a Benga, maybe that favorite manor or prized home was their family.  It was everything to them, it defined their wealth and success and their power, and Jason had struck directly at it.  In a way, he threatened their very self-identity, showing them that what most defined them could be taken away, emasculating them.  They reacted to him destroying a house the same way Jason would react if one of them slaughtered his infant daughter.  If they touched a hair on Julia’s head, he would devote his entire being to watching them die slowly over a pit of coals, slowly roasted alive.

That was the mistake he made.  He never considered the idea that to a Benga, what they owned mattered more to them than anything.  A Benga’s stuff must have the same significance to them that children had to most other species.  Benga cared more about their things than they did their offspring.


Wonderful.  Just wonderful.  And now he was going to spend the next few takirs trying to find some way to fix this fucking mess…if he could.  He might have just doomed the Confederation to all-out war with the Syndicate, a war that may rage for decades back and forth across both Andromeda and the Milky Way.  That was a war they could win, but the cost…the cost.  He shuddered just thinking about how much it was going to cost, in both lives and materials.  But mainly in lives.

And he was responsible.  It may have been approved by others, but it was his plan.  All those lost lives were going to be on his shoulders. He would carry their deaths to his own grave, and they very well may haunt him for the rest of eternity.


God…this just wasn’t his takir.  Or month.


Or maybe even year.
