Chapter 8
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Daira, 24 Miraa, year 1330 of the 97th Generation, Karinne Historical Reference Calendar


Karsa Sports Complex, Karsa, Karis 

The Paladins were going to play for the Empress’ Crown.

The entire stadium was literally shaking from the roar of the crowd and the stomping of feet and tails on the decks, causing a tremble to roll through his feet as Jason stood with his kids in the stands, cheering right along with the rest of the planet.  The entire house was watching this match, and the girls had not let them down.  It had been a thriller of a finish, with the Paladins holding off the Kaidora Executioners 17-16.  The entire fourth division was a back and forth as the two teams were never further apart than a single point, with the Paladins leading, then the Executioners, and back and forth in an epic, instant classic kind of struggle all the way to the final gun.  The last two minutes were pure drama as the Paladins first tied it up, then their incredible defense held when the chips were on the table and it mattered the most, giving the Paladins the ball back on a blocked shot and a fast break set piece put them ahead, then the defense just turned into a complete stone wall, holding the Executioners off for the last 92 seconds of absolute nail-biting suspense.  They blocked five shots in those 92 seconds, either by player or by the robo-blocker, as the Executioners went into a complete frenzy to try to tie the game before the final gun sounded.  But that defense, that magnificent defense that Jyslin and Frinia had spent three years carefully building, had held.  They denied the Executioners and won the match, and that was why the offense and midfielders were carrying the four defenders on their shoulders as they did their traditional lap around the pitch after the victory.  There was no doubt, bachi fans would be talking about this match for years.

It was complete insanity inside the stadium, and probably all across the holdings of the House of Karinne as well.  The holo-tron was showing fans going nuts at viewing parties on other planets, including a KMS viewing party in the main port landing bay of the KMS Tianne, which was currently in orbit around Atrovet, serving as defensive picket as the Dreamers were evacuated from the moon.  And right in the middle of the screaming KMS servicewomen was Admiral Palla Karinne, her pink hair and Jeraman dark  blue skin undeniable.


“Ladies and Lads, Your KARIS PALADINS!” the PA announcer screamed excitedly over the stadium PA system as the team finished the lap and saluted the house flag, and that caused the roar in the stadium to reach nearly deafening levels.  The team’s fight song started to play, and the crowd broke their screaming to pick up the song, the loudest it had ever been.  And Jason bet they could hear it all the way out at Crystal Beach.

After the fight song was sung, the celebration continued…but not for Jason and the kids.  Aya felt it was getting a bit too rowdy out on the stands, so she hustled them back up to the VIP box, where quite a few family and friends were watching the match.  Dahnai and her family wasn’t, however, they was back on Draconis for the Immortals-Tigers match that would begin in about two hours.  Yila was also there, and no doubt that right at that moment, the bet was running through her mind.  If the Tigers lost that match, it was going to cost her hundreds of millions of credits.

Jason kissed and hugged his way through the strip girls, Rook, the CBIMs and CBMOMs, and several Generations and other people close to the family, like Mikano, several of the original members of 3D, his cabinet, and much to his annoyance, Shey, who had won a raffle to attend the match in the VIP box   Navii had a ticket and didn’t feel up to attending in person, so she offered her ticket for a charity raffle for HQ, and being the insufferably lucky little bitch she was, Shey won it.


They settled down a bit later for the presentation of the Golden Wreaths, which were awarded to teams that won their playoff bracket and would play for the crown…kind of like a conference championship trophy.  And as team owner, Jyslin joined the team down on the pitch, on the stand erected for the ceremony, where she would get her own wreath.  They were quite pretty, made out of hardened gold and sculpted to resemble mati vines with mey flowers woven into them, a symbolic representation of Trelle’s garland.  He went down to the pitch for the ceremony with Rann, Shya, and Aria, but they were off to the side, right in front of the stand with the other VIPs, reserved for elite VIPs invited by the club and family members of the players and coaches, so they could be right there for the presentation.  Jason wouldn’t be getting his own wreath.  The team belonged to Jyslin, not to him.  He had nothing to do with it, so it would be disingenuous of him to be on the stand and act like he did.  That was her glory, not his, and he would not steal it from her.

Jyslin was interviewed on the stage by IBN after the wreath presentation, the Imperial Bachi Network, and it was all Jyslin.  Filled with excitement and a bit of smugness, she heaped praise on the team, thanked the loyal Paladins fans throughout the House and Imperium, and promised one hell of a match when they played for the crown next Daira.

And after the presentation, Jyslin and the team adhered to long-standing IBL tradition.  They spent a little time with their families, in front of the cameras, then they marched right out of the stadium still wearing their playing uniforms and boarded a transport for the practice facility, to start preparing for the championship match.  It was ceremonial, to be sure, but it was a tradition.  They’d shower and change at the practice facility, go home and enjoy the rest of the day—most of them would watch the second match to see who they’d be playing—and be back tomorrow morning to start preparing for the championship match.

That was half of the reason why the stadium wasn’t emptying out.  This was a special double header, and the second match of the day, the Immortals hosting the Tigers, would be holocasted onto the home pitch.  Instead of going home to watch the match, the fans would have the option to watch it on the pitch, almost as if they were attending the match in Dracora.  Granted, people would be too busy partying over the Paladins win to pay much attention to the other match, but they’d be buying concessions and souvenirs while here, and that was profit for the team.


For Jason and some members of his family, it meant a change of venue.  As a member of the Imperial Family by virtue of both Shya’s marriage to Rann and Jason being Dahnai’s amu dozei, they had invitations to attend the match in person with Dahnai in the Imperial Skybox in the Dracora Coliseum.  But, it wouldn’t be just him.  Dahnai had invited all of the older strip kids to the match, so the guards, Jason, and Seido would be herding ten excited kids along with them.  His five kids and Danelle were invited, who was as good as his daughter and thus got to go.  Outside of his family, Latoiya, Yuri, and Sami were also going, they were old enough to go and loved bachi.  Mike Junior was old enough, but he didn’t like bachi, so he wasn’t going.  Dahnai had also invited Tim and Symone, and they decided to go.  Krirara, Kreel, and Enva would be riding with him, since they were at the Paladins match and got invites to the Immortals match as well.  They’d be joining quite a few members of the council on Draconis for the match.

For that matter, several leaders attended the Paladins match using their bionoids, given how many hoops they had to jump through to visit Karis in person.  It was easier for them both from a paperwork perspective and also a convenience perspective just to use their Hall of Peace bionoids.  That just took a brief talk with Yeri to arrange.


The holocasting of playoff matches in other stadium pitches wasn’t just restricted to Karis.  Holocasting was a big deal for the team owners now as it had significantly increased their revenues, so all teams holocasted their away games on the home pitch, and quite a few had holocasted playoff games onto their home pitches to capitalize on those that preferred to watch matches in the stadium, to feel like they were there.  Team owners were holocasting playoff matches by special arrangement, and were giving a portion of their gate to the two playoff teams.  But the teams were still earning a profit on it, so they were happy to do it.

Myleena earned a 0.25% piece of every holocasted game’s profit, as the owner of the patent for the holocasting system.  That didn’t sound like much, until one realized that a team could earn a six figure profit on a holocasted match, giving her a solid C5,000 or so royalty for a match, and there were 32 matches every Daira that was earning her that royalty.  So, every Daira during bachi season, Myleena was pulling down around C160,000, and that went up to around C280,000 during the playoffs, since every team was holocasting every match not their own home match.  Over the entire season, Myleena earned about C1,500,000.  And that was just IBL bachi.  Other bachi leagues and other sports were using holocasting, from interstellar leagues all the way down to planetary minor leagues.  Myleena earned about C65,000 a year from the NFL on Terra, C240,000 a year from major league baseball, and C110,000 a year from English Premier League soccer, for example.  She was earning royalties from thousands of stadiums all over the Confederation, in sports from bachi to shiziki.  Jason figured that every year, she raked in a good C70,000,000 on royalties from holocasting alone.

And that was guaranteed income even beyond her own life span, since the holders of patents still in active use were considered intellectual property that could be inherited by the holder’s children.  So, Danelle and Siyara would be earning that royalty after Myleena passed on, and her descendants would continue to earn that royalty in perpetuity.

That was why Jason’s patents were absorbed by the Imperium when they thought he was killed in the Orala Explosion, since he had no family to which they could be passed.

That woman was so insanely rich now that even Yila was getting jealous of her.


So, Jason, Tim, Symone, Seido, a herd of excited kids, and three galactic rulers were hustled through the stadium and to a waiting dropship, and they started for the KMS Kinai, which would be carrying them to Draconis.  They didn’t have to wear armor, since they’d be in secured areas controlled by the Imperial Guard, which Tim was exploiting for everything it was worth by dressing more like a Faey man than a Terran.  He was wearing one of those open-torso thigh length robes favored by men, like a long-tailed overshirt, the robe a gift from Kellin to Tim last New Year’s Day.  Tim was only wearing the robe, which fell almost perfectly across his hips and thighs to showcase his penis and muscled stomach.  Symone was the reason for that, she loved it when Tim dressed—or undressed—in ways that showed off his dick, which was by far her favorite part of his body.  Symone was similarly scandalously clad, wearing what could best be described as black synth-leather riding chaps with nothing underneath, so her legs were covered but her crotch and her ass were not.  And on top, she was wearing a skin-hugging shirt that had a sloping neckline that ran over the left shoulder and down to the right side of her waist, leaving her right shoulder and breast bare, and had a long left sleeve that went down to the wrist but no right sleeve.  It was an ancient style of shirt that went all the way back to the Faey’s Iron Age.  Faey archers would wear a shirt like that, binding and flattening down the left breast so it didn’t get in the way of using a bow and leaving the right breast exposed, and the left sleeve protected the forearm from the bowstring and left the right arm unclad so nothing interfered with their draw arm.

That said a lot about Faey and their adherence to tradition, for a style of shirt to still be worn after nearly 7,000 years.


 They boarded the Kinai and were greeted by Haema, Jann, and Cori’s hologram. Haema ogled Tim a bit—she thought he was incredibly handsome—before escorting them down the companionway to the VIP travel lounge, a stateroom for Galactic rulers to enjoy being ferried about on the ship.  As such it was luxuriously appointed, and was large enough to accommodate a ruler and his retinue, which may number dozens of people.  So it was more than large enough for the group.  The kids and Symone ran to the window and looked out as Enva and Krirara seated themselves on one of the couches, while Jann and Tim scurried off to a corner to talk.  They were close friends, and Jann was part of Tim’s posse, much like Mikano was one of Jyslin’s friends that often went out with her on her girl-only excursions.  Tim was more of a bad influence on Jann than anything else, since he constantly got Jann into trouble with his wife, who was a Terran telepath and had very Terran sensibilities when it came to her husband cheating on her.  Jason and Kreel sat across from the ladies as Seido packed away the travel bag for gate passage, and the ship started to move, turning to make for the Stargate to Draconis.

“All this running around is going to tire me out,” Kreel complained lightly as he leaned back on the couch and threw his arms over the back as he put his feet up on the coffee table.  He was wearing a traditional Grimja tunic, but was also wearing his favorite Bermuda shorts, leaving his furry legs bare from the knee down.  The two garments didn’t go very well together, though, so he looked a bit silly.

I’m sure you’ll live, Kreel, Jason chided as he sat down beside him, then accepted a cup of coffee from Seido with a smile of thanks.


I’ve never been to the Dracora stadium before, Krirara mused.


“It’s the largest stadium in the IBL, seats like two hundred thousand,” Jason told her.  “The Imperial Skybox is just as luxurious as the palace, so expect a lot of gaudy crap and like a hundred servants.  The damn thing takes up almost the entire south side of the stadium’s skybox level.  It’s the size of a mansion.  It even has a bedroom in it.  Seriously, why on Terra would a skybox need a bedroom?”


“Well, it is Faey,” Enva chuckled with a sly look on her face.  It’s certainly not for sleeping, she added with a naughty tilt to her thought as she took a sip of coffee.  Enva had grown quite fond of Terran coffee.

“Amen,” Jason agreed.


“Watch it, Enva, your people don’t exactly have a conservative reputation,” Kreel teased with a grin.


“We do what we want where we want, but at least we’re not rampant sluts,” she replied, which made all three of them burst into laughter.

While the others chatted, Jason caught up a bit on the status reports, splitting his attention so he didn’t look like he was ignoring them.  The Syndicate knew they were in a major war now, because 570 of their most important systems were under interdiction.  That was every single interdictor they had to spare, including using one of the tacklers as an interdictor until a unit could come off the assembly line.  They hadn’t interdicted E Chaio, they didn’t want to jeopardize Kraal’s operation, but every satellite HQ planet for a Syndicate megacorp was interdicted, the most important major industrial, military, or commercial systems were interdicted, and their major trade route hubs had also been interdicted.  That was absolutely strangling their inter-corp trade, and as such it was costing them a fuckton of money.  The system holding the evacuated Dreamers was one of the interdicted systems, which was just one of 89 military outposts that had been interdicted.  It didn’t look out of place for them to interdict that system due to the major shipyard operation they had there, and the fact that they had interdicted other shipyards further concealed the true reason they’d interdicted it.


From Kraal’s reports, the Board was almost in a spittle-flecked rage over the interdiction strategy, because they were losing money.  They were losing a lot of money, and had ground trade nearly to a halt within Syndicate territory.  It exposed their greatest weakness, since their civilian system to system tachyon comm was insufficient when it came to reorganizing trade routes to go around interdicted systems, making shipments either massively late or undeliverable, and that meant that the cargo those ships were supposed to pick up were stuck in warehouses, which was taking up space from cargo meant to replace those shipments once it was moved out.  On the other side of it, ships unable to access their usual routes and hubs had no idea where their managers wanted them to go, since they couldn’t communicate quickly or efficiently using tachyon comm (hyperspace pulse comm was reserved for military and government use only), and the sheer number of messages being sent over that system was overloading it.  A message put in the queue for transmission right now had to wait nearly nine days to be sent, so many cargo ships were just sitting waiting for either messages to reach them or messengers sent from HQ to arrive to give them further orders.  And if the ship wasn’t in the system where the message was sent, it would not receive it.


They’d set up the interdiction 11 days ago, and it had only taken about five for the entire Syndicate’s merchant marine system to grind to a screeching halt…and all over interdicting only 217 key trade route hub systems.  They relied on the trade routes being so established that they didn’t need extensive communication between ships and ports to route traffic, and now that the routes were closed and their civilian system to system tachyon comm was overloaded with messages, it was causing a gigantic snarl in their entire logistics operation.  The Syndicate’s refusal to upgrade their tech and their systems to save money was now a giant bear trap biting them in the ass, just as Jason had planned.

As far as the Dreamer operation over at V3ΔE-31 went, Kraal was already on the job.  A pack of Kimdori infiltrators had reached the planet, named Goludet, set up their operation, and had already rescued 87 Dreamers after just 12 days.  They couldn’t rescue all of them at once, but Kraal had a very good plan in place to rescue a small number at a time and misdirect the Syndicate into thinking they’d escaped from the internment camp and had fled into a nearby forest.  That trick wasn’t going to work forever, which was why he had other plans ready to go when needed.  And when the number of remaining Dreamers reached a critical point, they would rescue all of them at once, when they could do it safely.


The last little order of business on the Syndicate list was Jason’s very personal and very dirty answer to the Board’s members.  Kraal had located the “crown jewel” holding of each of them that wasn’t located on E Chaio, their favorite manor, or estate, or building, or whatever, and Jason had ordered Myri, Juma, and Navii to prepare an operation to destroy them in a simultaneous attack.  That plan was now ready, and the frigates that would do the job were sitting in orbit around Prakka 21-E and were just waiting for the go order.


And Jason’s idea of loading cased plasma torpedoes onto frigates had quickly been refined into a new system.  The tiny landing bays on the frigates were installed with a very simple and very small launcher system that didn’t interfere with zip ships landing in the bay, which would allow a frigate to carry two plasma torpedoes instead of zip ships.  For non-military operations, the frigate would carry zip ships, but for planned battles, they would carry torpedoes.  The munitions techs could set up the launcher system and load the torpedoes in about fifteen minutes, which made it super-easy to switch back and forth as required.  The only real drawback to the system was that the frigate couldn’t launch the torpedoes forward, they would eject from the landing bay on the starboard side of the ship and then activate and go after their target.


Because of the new way to use the landing bay, Juma and Naval Engineering were exploring the idea of redesigning a frigate so its landing bay was two small belly bays on either side of the particle beam collector array, one bay for each zip ship or torpedo, instead of a side-oriented dual bay, and the idea had potential.  The zip ships or torpedoes would be held by clamps, then just drop through the open doors below them when they launched, and it would allow them to make the two single bays smaller by overall volume compared to the current bay, giving them more space in a ship where space was at a premium.  It would require moving a whole lot of stuff around, to the point where refitting existing frigates to move the landing bay would be difficult—they’d literally be rebuilding the ship from section 14 to section 19—but it did have potential.  Considerable potential.  It would just come down to the impact studies Juma ordered to see if it was worth the cost of refitting, if it increased ship efficiency or combat capability enough to justify the refit.


Even if the refit of existing frigates wasn’t recommended, new frigates would be built with the dual belly bay design.  So, Dellin had been ordered to temporarily cease production of all frigates once the current ones on the docks were built, Cybi and Naval Engineering were currently generating the blueprints for the Mark II frigate, and Cybi estimated that the first prototype would come off the docks in about two months.  The redesign was sufficient to classify the new design as a new ship class.


Diplomacy wise, the council hadn’t made official contact with the Board yet, but they were getting close.  Simply put, until the Dreamers were all rescued, talking to the Board was pointless.  They would not stop, not even entertain the idea of a treaty, until the Oracles were either rescued from ships or killed and the evacuated Dreamers were recovered.  Only when the Dreamers were completely removed from Syndicate custody would the Confederation even sit down at the table with the Board, and that was a policy of which Jason mightily approved.  Even the most peaceful of the members like Magran and Master Mo understood just how critical it was for lasting peace to remove the Dreamers from Syndicate control.

As far as the Oracles went, the CCM and KMS hadn’t forgotten about them, and his new Special Ops unit was going to undertake their first round of extraction operations in about 17 hours.  Oracles on four different ships had been located, Kimdori were in place to set beacons, but the extraction teams needed more time to drill to be ready.  Since every super-ship had a unique construction, the teams had to prepare for each ship individually to know when, where, and how to strike.  The Kimdori had sent the necessary plans and blueprints for them, and now the teams were preparing to go in after the Oracles.  For maximum protection for an extraction team against enemy telepaths, all of the team members but one would be doing it by remote merge, and the one PIM rigger would be a top tier mindstriker to protect the Oracle from the Benga telepaths while they got her out.  After the Oracle was extracted, the team would set a pretty powerful bomb and withdraw, then the bomb would go off and deal significant damage to the ship.

It wouldn’t be quite as easy for them as it had been for Jason and Jenn, since they could attack the kill machines with telekinesis, but they had a plan to deal with the kill machines, and that was spiders.  The infiltrators had brought spiders with them that they would release into the ship early enough for the units to get into position inside the walls and in the Oracle chamber so they could attack and disable the power conduits, datalines, and kill machines on command.  Jason had reviewed their overall strategy and plan, and he felt that the teams had a high chance of success.


It was after those missions that concerned him.  They’d be revealing that trick to the Syndicate, and that meant that subsequent operations to extract Oracles were going to run into much more resistance.


The bomb idea was not going to be limited to extraction operations.  Given the armor on a super-ship, the idea of having Kimdori infiltrators bring in powerful bombs using a beacon was being chewed on over at 3D.  They were designing the most powerful bombs they could muster in something that two Gladiators or Knights could easily carry through a nexus bridge, set down and activate, and then retreat back to the Nexus station along with the Kimdori infiltrator.  And there were some options, including the Syndicate’s own favorite one….antimatter.  Two Knights could carry an antimatter bomb big enough to possibly destroy hundreds of decks, and the explosive shockwave, fire, and resulting deadly heating as the heat conducted through the superstructure and spread through the ship would kill far more enemy crew than those caught in the direct blast area.  Setting off an antimatter bomb inside the armored hull of a super-ship was like sticking a firecracker inside an orange and setting it off, all that energy was contained within the armor, thus it would do incredible amounts of damage to the ship where it had the least protection. 


Jason had thought that Lorna was overestimating how powerful the nexus bridge system was…and he was wrong.  The idea of bridging an antimatter bomb inside a super-ship and setting it off made the nexus bridge suddenly one of the most dangerous assets in the Karinne arsenal.  If the Kimdori picked the right place inside the ship, it could cripple it, maybe even make it effectively irreparable.  Two riggers carrying a bomb could potentially knock out a ship the size of a small moon.


That was just fucking nuts.

 A new report hit his inbox while he was going over the others, and while it was both personal and non-essential, it was very important to him.  Red Horn sent a status update on the construction of his vacation house on Tir Tairngire, and they’d moved up the estimated time of completion by two whole days.  It was now scheduled to be complete in six days, but that was the project as a whole.  The main house was officially complete, and the team had sent quite a few holos of it…and it was quite smashing.  They’d already moved in the furniture Jyslin selected, so the house was completely finished, and Miaari had installed a caretaking staff of two maids, two chefs, and a groundskeeper in the house that would serve the visitors; Miaari was still the one in charge of hiring the personal staff of Jason and his family, for security reasons.  On the defense side of it, Aya had selected and installed a permanent garrison of 18 guards for the house pulled not from her own Imperial Guard, but from the Karinne Marine Dukal Guard.  The staff and guards would be at the house all the time, which was a pretty cushy assignment, truth be told.  They didn’t really have to do all that much, just keep the house ready for guests and protect it on a world where there were virtually no threats.


The house looked exactly like the presentation hologram, curving with the hillside, with the huge windows that dominated the side facing the ocean, the giant deck built out over the rocky shore that extended all the way out over the water.  They had the evacuation bunker done, and most of the buildings and landscaping around the main house.  They were still working on the hard shield generator and its building, retracting ground batteries, environmental reclamation building, and military asset hangar, and due to the fact that the enviro systems weren’t ready yet, the house wasn’t ready for use.  They did, however, add a new building to the design, a large environmentally controlled one room building for the giant wolves not far from the landing pad, close to the main house.  It was complete with an airskin shield over the entrance to keep out rain and bugs, comfy beds for sleeping and relaxing, controllable lights, and access to unlimited fresh, clean water.  They’d even installed an ice machine, since the wolves seemed to delight over ice.  At first, the Master Builder had been insulted at the idea of just building them a sheltered nook on the side of the house, so he instead built the wolves their own house, complete with some comforts and amenities.  And the entire construction team was happy to do the extra work, because they’d all become quite good friends with the wolves.

The report said that they’d have the enviro building done and all the systems finished in three days, which would allow them to use it, but the rest of it wouldn’t be done for six…and Aya probably wouldn’t allow them to go there until the hard shield and ground batteries were installed and working.  Still, it would be ready for Jyslin’s planned party after the championship match.

He ended his split and returned most of his attention to the conversation, which really wasn’t all that serious.  When it came to the little clique of Jason, Kreel, and Krirara, it rarely was.  Well, that clique had expanded to include Dahnai, and now Enva was worming her way into it.  Enva did get along very well with them, and she didn’t take herself all that seriously, so it wasn’t like she was a weight dragging down their group dynamic.  “Just got a report on the vacation house,” Jason announced.  “The Makati say it’ll be done in six days, so it looks like Jyslin’s party is on.  That’s a good four days before the championship match.”


That’ll give your people more than enough time to get the house ready, Enva agreed with a nod.

Miaari has a staff hired and there already, getting the house set up.  Luckily, Jys isn’t planning anything insanely garish or ridiculous for the party, just an intimate little gathering of a couple of hundred people to either celebrate winning the crown or drown their sorrow.  I may have the Makati install suicide nets under the edge of the deck if the Paladins lose, he mused, which made Kreel laugh.

A couple hundred?


Yeah, she’s inviting the players, coaches, front office staff, and their families, as well as the girls on the practice squad.  They get championship pendants along with the rest of the team.  Add in the strip girls, the kids, and who I’m inviting, and yeah, it’ll be around two hundred.

[Holy Trelle!] Jenn boomed over the Generation-only section of the biogenic network, broadcasting it to anyone who could hear.  [Meya just proposed!]


[It’s about time,] Jezzi retorted.  [You better have said yes, bro.]


[Stop trying to run my life, sis,] he shot back.


[Well, did you say yes or what?] Kaili asked.


[Of course I did.  And shut up, Jezzi,] he threatened, which caused a whole lot of amusement to ripple through the network, followed up by a cascade of congratulations.


[Looks like you’re moving to the other side of the fence, Jenn,] Abri called.

[More like Meya’s moving over to my side,] he answered.


[Yeah, good luck with that,] Jason had to interject.


[Meya’s house is way too small.]

[Then have Red Horn build a bigger one.  You two can stay over in your house while they do it, then move back.]


[That’s not a bad idea.]

That was good news, as far as Jason was concerned.  Meya and Jenn were a good match, and it was about damn time the strip girls started to get married.  Hopefully Meya’s marriage was the first of many to come, because if Meya could get married, then any girl on the strip could get married.

[So, the big question is, who gets Jenn’s old house?] Maila injected cheekily.  [He’s got one of the biggest yards in the neighborhood.]


[You think I’m giving up my Housing Authority claim?  Think again,] Jenn retorted.  [I don’t care if I’m moving, that’s my house, and I’m keeping it.  I’ll let Jayce use it as a guest house or something, since it’s right beside the gate, but I’m not giving up my claim.]

“Jayce,” Kreel prompted, nudging him.


“Sorry, just listening to the news.  Seems Jenn and Meya just got engaged,” he announced.


“Really?  That’s good news,” Krirara said.  “I like both of them.”


“Jenn’s pretty awesome,” Kreel agreed.


If they hold to Faey custom, they’ll be married in a matter of days, Enva noted.


Yah.  When a Faey woman gets a promise out of a man, she moves fast to secure it, Jason nodded.  They’ll be married as soon as Meya can book a templar—no wait, Meya is an Arissi, so she’ll book a high priestess too—and arrange space for the ceremony.

Well, aren’t we about to have a big party on Tir Tairngire? Kreel asked.  Wouldn’t that be a place they could have the ceremony?

Jason glanced at him.  That’s not a bad idea, but the party may be a bit of a downer if the Paladins lose, he answered.


Well, the wedding can boost spirits, Krirara predicted.


I’ll ask, let’s see what Meya says.  Hold on.  [Meya.]


[Did Jenn already blab?]


[Of course he did, he’s an incorrigible gossip,] he replied impishly.  [How about it if you have the ceremony on Tir Taingire during the championship game after-party?]


[Oooh, I like that!] she replied immediately.  [We can get married under the tree!]


[And spend your honeymoon there at the vacation house.  You’ll be its first official guests]


[You got yourself a deal, Jayce!] she declared.  [Lemme call the cathedral to get a priestess and the abbey to get a Templar..]

[You may as well book all three, Jenn is a Demirite,] Jason reminded her.  [He’ll want a prelate.]


[Trelle is that man high maintenance,] Meya complained, which made Jason laugh aloud.


Meya liked the idea, so we’re gonna have a wedding after the party.  Or during it, or whatever, he announced.


Good, I’ll be happy to attend, Enva declared.


And who said you’re invited, Enva? he challenged.


Why Jason, are you saying that I’m not invited? she asked innocently, widening her vertically-slitted, cat-like green eyes.  She then gave him the most outrageously fake sad eyes and quivered her upper lip, and even whimpered piteously.  It was such a masterful performance that both Kreel and Krirara burst into uncontrollable laughter.


“Now I know why I don’t mess with Sha’i-ree!” Kreel wheezed.


I don’t know why I put up with you, woman! You’re as bad as a Faey! Jason snapped at her.


Nobody is that bad, Enva protested, which made them all burst into more laughter when Mai slapped Enva on the back of the head as she passed behind the couch, doing it gently so her armored hand didn’t hurt her.  Ow!  Mai, that was rude!


So were you, she replied, glancing back at her with a smirk.


And I thought the Imperial Guard were professionals!


Some things demand answering, Aya called with a slight smile, backing up her guard.


Well, I guess I should welcome you to the family, Enva, Jason noted dryly.  The guards don’t show just anyone that they’re all a bunch of meanies.


We won’t discuss what they’ve done to Jason over the years.  We have to maintain what little dignity he has left, Krirara added impishly.

Bite me, Krirara.

By the time they were in orbit around Draconis, they had everything arranged.  Jyslin, Meya, and Jenn had ironed out enough details to have a timeline, which would basically be that they would have the ceremony almost immediately after arriving at the vacation house, and the party would be part reception and part either celebration or consolation.  They boarded a heavily armored executive dropship, which Jason piloted with Aya in the copilot’s chair, and it only took about fifteen minutes for them to land on the Imperial pad on top of the stadium.  White armored guards stood sentry on the pad, and one of them approached as Jason opened the hatch.  It was Captain Lara, who was the detachment commander of the guards that guarded the Imperial Skybox.  They actually lived in the skybox, dispatched to the post the same way Aya was dispatched to Karis, so there was an Imperial Guard presence in the skybox and the stadium at all times.  Lara commanded a detachment of 18 Imperial Guard that protected the skybox, and to a lesser extent the stadium, as one of Dahnai’s holdings.  There were far more than 18 guards here right now, but Lara’s 18 guards were always here, protecting the skybox when the Empress wasn’t here to make sure it was secure and in order when she was.  When the Empress attended a match, Lara was the one in command of all guards on post.  This was her post, and she had command…unless a Major or the Colonel herself was part of the traveling guard retinue, of course.  Lara, good to see you, Jason greeted as he came down the steps behind Enva.  He’d always rather liked Lara.

You as well, your Grace, she replied.  Lara was a major cutie, with the kind of face and slim body that would make anyone not believe in a million years that she was an Imperial Guard.  But not only was she an Imperial Guard, she was one of their best, which was why she was a Captain.  There were 60 Captains in the Imperial Guard, 20 Majors, and only one Colonel, who commanded the entire organization.  Her Majesty is in the skybox and awaiting your arrival.  If you would follow me, please, she prompted, motioning towards the elevator that would take them to the skybox with a hand.  Sergeant Kodi, raise the hard shield.  Seconds later, a hard shield winked into existence in a dome over the landing pad.


Dahnai took his hands and kissed him on the cheek when they came out of the elevator.  “Hey love,” she said with a smile.  “Is Jyslin drunk yet?”

He laughed.  “She might be by now,” he replied.  “She stayed behind to celebrate with the team.”


“I know.  Congratulations, by the way.  That was one hell of a match.  I expect the championship match against the Immortals to be just as good.”


“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” he told her with a grin.  “The Immortals haven’t won the golden wreath yet.”


“Pft, they will,” she said confidently.


“You’re forgetting about the bet,” Jason told her.  “If the Tigers lose, Yila might murder her entire team on live interstellar viddy.  And I’m sure she’s made that abundantly clear to them in the locker room.”


That made Dahnai burst into laughter.  “Maybe, but it won’t save them,” she replied.


“Hey baby, pay attention to me!” Symone demanded, pushing Jason out of the way.  That made Dahnai laugh again, and she gave his amu dozei a hug.


“Let’s move out of the doorway and let everyone settle in,” Dahnai said, patting Symone’s shoulders.  “The match is going to start in about ten minutes.”


Dahnai had Kellin, Sirri, Maer, Raisha, and Miyai with her, and no doubt had Kaen in the nursery to let him sleep, since Saelle and Evin were also here.  The toddlers were sitting in an open area to the side of the viewing seats playing with toys.  In addition to Dahnai’s family and Saelle’s family, and to Jason’s surprise, Sk’Vrae and Grayhawk were sitting with the entire Highborn Council.  The notable absence in the skybox was Yila, but she wasn’t here due to an old tradition that was a bit cheesy, there to remind the minor house Grand Duchesses of their place.  Only Highborn Grand Duchesses were invited to the Empress’ skybox.

“Grayhawk, I didn’t expect to see you here,” Jason said as he sat down on the other side of Kellin, following a long-standing seating tradition in the Imperium.  Sirri sat at her mother’s right as the Crown Princess, Kellin at her left as Dahnai’s husband, and Jason sat beside Kellin as Dahnai’s amu dozei.  The seat to Sirri’s right would be for Miyai, as she was the next Princess in the line of succession, but Miyai was too young to want to sit there and watch bachi, so Shya was sitting there with Rann to her right.  Shya was no longer in the line of succession, but her status as a Princess gave her the right to sit beside her sister.  Were Sirri married, her husband would be sitting to her right and Shya would be sitting on the other side of him.

Poor Maer would no longer be allowed to sit in the front row once he was married, but he wasn’t sitting there now anyway.  Since his fiancée was present, he was sitting with her in the second row instead of taking what would normally be his place on the end of the front row.  As a boy, even as a Prince of the Imperium that was still in the House of Merrane, he still didn’t matter as much as the girls in the Imperial family.  All his sisters got to sit closer to Dahnai.


Seriously, sometimes being the son of the Empress sucked far more than being the son of a commoner.  At least a commoner’s son wasn’t treated like an afterthought, then shipped off to another house as a political pawn the moment he turned 15.

“I’m rather fond of bachi, Jason,” Grayhawk told him.  “I find it as exciting as shiziki, and Dahnai was gracious enough to extend an invitation.”

“I was already on Draconis, and Dahnai invited me to this event,” Sk’Vrae said.  “I admit to not being a fan of sports, but the company is worth the ordeal.”


“We’ll make sure you’re not bored, Sk’Vrae,” Kreel said with a toothy grin as he sat down in the second row, beside Carissa.


“You two excited for the ceremony, Maer?” Jason asked, turning and looking at him.


“I’m just glad we finally have a date, Uncle Jason,” he replied modestly, patting his fiancée’s hand.  “Mom kept pushing it back, I was starting to think she was trying to sabotage the marriage.”

“I was not!” Dahnai protested.  “It just took much longer than we expected to get the security organized.”


“This time next month, we’ll be married,” Delia said, giving Maer a warm look.  Dahnai had told him that Delia seemed quite honestly fond of Maer, and that their marriage might evolve into love…at least after Maer grew up a little more.  Given the age difference between them, he didn’t see romance blooming out of it until Maer was more emotionally mature.

Maer was back in the palace until the wedding, and Jason wondered how Dahnai and the girls were handling that.  Maer didn’t know they were Generations, and they couldn’t tell him.  They had to keep it a secret from him, and he wondered how much trouble that was causing them.  Fortunately, Raisha and Miyai didn’t really understand what had happened, and had been kept mostly in the dark, so they were no threat to the secret.  Maer and Sirri were very close, so Sirri was the one probably having the hardest time with it.  No doubt they’d spent almost all their free time together since he came back.

The match started not long after everyone got settled in and servants brought them drinks and snacks, but Jason wasn’t nearly as involved as he’d been with the Paladins match.  He paid just enough attention to not be rude as he went back to reports and projects, one of which was a bit personal.  His personal Knight exomech had been delivered to the garage back home, one of the first of the Knights built on Karis to come off the line and built with a tactical gestalt…though Dahnai didn’t know that.  MRDD had reverse engineered the Knight, and now they were producing their own.  They were still buying Knights from the Imperium to get the inventory numbers up to where Sioa and Juma wanted them, but those they were refitting with KMS technology, so they were effectively rebuilding them after taking delivery.  It had taken MRDD a little while to design the mecha’s internals to make room for the tactical gestalt, but they’d managed to fit in the gestalt without removing any systems the way they had to with a Gladiator.  Gladiators were basically just walking gestalts, they had virtually no internal armament.  MRDD had done it by using an aggregate tactical gestalt.  It wasn’t one unit, it was six different smaller units placed where there was available room and all linked together, and it had enough combined amplifier stacks to make the tactical in it just as powerful as the one in a Juggernaut.  It was a very clever solution to the tricky problem that had been refitting a Knight with a tactical, and it turned a Knight into a mecha just as dangerous as a Juggernaut when piloted by a Generation.  Maybe even more so, since the IP carapace armor made it just as rugged as a Juggernaut while being faster and more agile.  The Juggernaut had the edge in raw firepower, but firepower wasn’t as important when it came to a tactical gestalt.  The gestalt was the firepower.

So, he’d have that little fun distraction waiting for him when he got home.  He was already rated on a Knight, but he needed to break in his personal mecha…which was just an excuse to take it up to the firing range on Joint Base Alpha and blow shit up.  The Knight would be a toy more than anything else, given his preference for his Titan, but if he ever needed it, he’d have it.

He was nearly halfway through some routine paperwork Chirk sent to his gestalt  by the fourth division started, and he started paying attention to the match, because it was both getting interesting and time was running out.  The score was tied 11-11 when he put his paperwork away, with 13:21 to go.  And because he’d gotten interested in the match, he was a bit honestly perturbed when Cybi called him.  [Jason, Zaa needs to talk to you right now,] she communed.


[Oh, come on, seriously?  It’s tied with five minutes left!  What’s it about?]


[I don’t know.  She didn’t tell me, she just told me to tell you.]


[I can commune—]


[In person,] Cybi elaborated.  [She’s waiting for you at the Hearth on Kimdori Prime.]


[Holy shit, she means business,] he blurted.  [Tell her I’ll be on the way as soon as I can get out of here.  And send a ship over here to pick me up.  The others can get back on the Kinai.]


[I can get the Abarax there in about ten minutes,] Cynna offered, cutting in.  [It’s the closest battleship class vessel to the Draconis Stargate.]


[Do it,] he ordered.  Aya, he sent privately.

What is it, Jason?


I have to go to Kimdori Prime, like right now, he told her.  Zaa needs to see me, and it must be super-important if she’s calling me to the Hearth itself.  The Abarax is coming to pick me up.  I want you to take the kids home, I won’t need guards to go to Kimdori Prime.  That way none of you have to decontaminate.


Well…alright, she acceded.  It’s safe enough there for you.  And you should be safe on the Abarax.

Shya gave him a quizzical look, but the direct stare he leveled on her kept her quiet.



[Cybi, tell Sevi I’ll rendezvous with the Abarax as soon as they reach orbital distance.  And tell Zaa I’ll be on the way as soon as it gets here.]


[I’ll tell her now.]


Aya, what assets are here right now I can borrow? he asked her.


The Imperial Guard has a small garrison here.  A few exomechs, a few Raptors.


Have them get a Raptor on the pad immediately, a two-seater if they have one, so a guard can fly up with me and bring the Raptor back after I board.  Have the Wolf and corvette escorts come down and meet me on the way up to escort me to the Abarax.

I’d prefer you wait until the escorts are in place.


Fine.  You explain to the Denmother why she had to wait, he sent bluntly.


Ah…no.


Then stuff it, he said as he stood up.  Lara, did Aya— he sent openly.

She did.  I’m having a two-seat Raptor land on the pad right now.

“What’s the matter, love?” Dahnai asked.


“I just got summoned,” he said.  “Kids, Aya’s gonna get you home, don’t give her any trouble.”


“Right now?  You’re leaving now?”


“I have to,” he replied, stepping away from the seats.  “It’s an emergency.”


“There’s only four minutes left!”


“And I need those four minutes to be in position for the Abarax to pick me up from orbit,” he countered.


“What’s this about?”


“I’m honestly not sure.  Zaa called me, and she won’t tell me anything until we’re face to face.  She won’t even let me use a bionoid,” he elaborated as he started for the elevator.


[Maybe we should go too,] she communed to him.


[No,] he returned forcefully.  [I still have my secrets, Dahnai.]

Aya trusted the rest of the Imperial Guard, so it was a white-armored guard that was in the cockpit when he climbed up and into the second seat, one that he didn’t know.  Strap in, your Grace, she ordered as the canopy closed and the fighter’s skids lifted up off the pad.  Where am I going?

Straight up, he answered.  We’re going to rendezvous with the Abarax, so when it  enters the system, I’ll get them to send a nav vector to you.  But for now, get us out of the atmosphere.


Understood, your Grace.  Go ahead and link your gestalt to the fighter’s computer, so it can access KMS communal telemetry.  That will let the Abarax send the vectors directly to the fighter’s nav.

Good idea.

Barely seven minutes later—time he spent watching viddy of the end of the bachi match, witnessing the Tigers defeat the Immortals 14-12—they were in space and turning towards the tactical battleship as it approached the planet.  Jason had to chuckle a bit at the outcome of the match.  He had no doubt that he was very glad he wasn’t in that skybox at the moment, because no doubt Dahnai was utterly pissed off.  And he could have probably heard Yila’s sigh of relief all the way across the stadium.  It meant that the Paladins would face the Tigers in the championship, and that was going to be quite the interesting contest.  It was the Paladins’ system against the Tigers’ massive payroll, by far the biggest payroll in the IBL, and Jason felt that the Paladins would have the edge.  It was highly paid prime talent against a team, and the team was usually the winner in those situations, much akin to the Terran NBA’s San Antonio Spurs.  They were the best team with players nobody ever heard about, because they had a system, they adhered to that system, and they chose players through both the draft and free agency that worked best within that system.  San Antonio’s system let them compete against teams that simply stacked high-priced talent.  They didn’t always win, but they did always compete, allowing players with much less overall talent pose a viable threat to those superstar teams.

The difference between the Spurs and the Paladins was that the talent on the Paladins was much higher quality than the equivalent talent on the Spurs, but those players were still carefully chosen to play within the Paladins’ system.  So, that put IBL-level quality players in a system that played to their strengths, and that made them fucking nasty, as the team’s season record and golden wreaths attested.


The Raptor landed in the starboard bow landing bay barely 15 minutes after taking off, and the guard pilot didn’t even get out of the fighter.  As soon as Jason had climbed down the ladder, she closed the canopy and flew back out of the landing bay.  [Sevi, set course for Kimdori Prime and get us there yesterday,] he ordered.

[We already have the coordinates locked in.  We’ll be going to mode one to get to jump distance as soon as the Raptor is clear.  I’ll send down a duty jumpsuit so you don’t have to lose your clothes.]


[Sounds good.  I really don’t want to lose these shoes, I just got them broken in.]

He was in a standard technician’s duty jumpsuit uniform, and in a Wolf fighter and executing a controlled descent into the atmosphere of Kimdori Prime barely 30 minutes later.  Since he wasn’t in armor, he was up in the wizzo cockpit and controlling the fighter mainly with his gestalt, which seemed almost bizarre to him after so many years of going PIM in a mecha that used an internal armored box cockpit.  It seemed almost like he was flying one of his Novas instead of a Wolf.  Denmother Zaa and Denfather Grun were standing on the landing pad outside the modest house that was the Hearth when he landed, and they walked up to him as he stood up in front of the seat in the cockpit and rose up out of it, standing on a very small flying platform that had deployed from the floor of the cockpit.  Wolf fighters had no retracting ladder for the wizzo to get in and out, so that tiny flying platform was the only way he was going to easily get to the ground.  That was why they were designed into the cockpit floor, just in case the grav engines in a wizzo’s armor were damaged   “Denmother, I got here as fast as I could,” he greeted her in Kimdori as the platform landed, and he stepped up and let her put her hand on his neck in greeting.  “What’s so important that you’d drag me out of the fourth division of a bracket championship game?”


“You’ll support my decision very soon,” she said as Grun greeted him, then the two Kimdori led him towards the modest home that was the Hearth.  He could feel the radiation of the system on his skin through the uniform, like concentrated sunlight warming him, and it reminded him that were he not a Generation, he’d be dead within a half an hour just from standing on the surface of the planet.  And he’d be dead in seconds if he was in orbit on an unshielded ship.  Zaa led them into the underground section of the Hearth, leading him through the large living room that held the literal Hearth, and down a corridor to one of the high security briefing rooms in the underground section of the complex.  Miaari was sitting in the room when he arrived, as was the albino Kimdori, Maraa, one of the Gamekeepers in Andromeda.

“Maraa, what are you doing here?” he asked as one of the Hearth’s guards closed the door behind them, and the room shifted into secure mode.  “I thought you were in Andromeda.”


“The information I brought back had to be delivered by courier, your Grace,” she answered.  “And Denmother bade me bring it in person.”


“It is Maraa’s information that brought us here, Jason,” Zaa told him as they sat down and the white-furred Kimdori stood up, moving to the front of the small room.  “You may begin, Gamekeeper.”


“Yes, my Denmother,” she said demurely.  “Two hours ago, your Grace, my pack that have managed to get penetration into the highest circle of Consortium government warned me that they are about to try to contact the Confederation and try to negotiate.  They seek to ally with us against the Syndicate in our future military operations, with the goal of buying as much time as possible for them to evacuate as many civilians as possible to the Milky Way.”


“Bullshit is that gonna happen,” Jason growled.  “Not after what they pulled over here.”


“That is a moot point at the moment, your Grace, it is what else my pack has learned that matters.  Your Grace, they know about the drives.”


“What?”


“We have all overlooked something very important about the Consortium, your Grace.  They have clairvoyants,” she stressed.  “When we crossed over from our galaxy to Andromeda and began to use hyperspace probes, Kimdori scout ships, and KMS frigates to recon important Syndicate star systems the Consortium actively surveil with their psionics, the clairvoyants took notice.  They began to actively track those ships with their clairvoyance, which led them to Prakka, and when those ships returned home to the Milky Way without the use of a Stargate, it revealed our secret to them,” she told him soberly.  “Neither Kimdori stealth field technology nor Karinne CMS can hide a ship from them, they can see through it.  This was information we did not acquire until it was too late,” she said, a bit guiltily.  “What we have learned is that the Consortium knows about the drives, and they have correctly deduced that only we have them.  Your Grace, this poses a direct threat to the secrecy of the drives.  If we engage the Consortium in any sort of diplomatic negotiations, they could reveal them to the rest of the Confederation.  They don’t know that we keep them secret, and if they did, they could use that information as blackmail to try to force us to help them.”

Maraa was dead-on with her prediction.  If the Consortium knew that they kept the drives a secret, they’d try to blackmail them into helping them.  The Consortium wasn’t stupid, they’d understand just how powerful the drives were, and would understand exactly why the Karinnes kept them a secret.  Maraa’s information meant that they had to be very, very careful about how they dealt with the Consortium, but it also wasn’t quite as grim as they thought it was.  “That’s gonna make things much more complicated, but it also more or less solidifies my original plan.  We have to make absolutely fucking sure that we are the ones that negotiate with the Consortium, not the Confederation.  We’ll have to move forward with my original idea, Denmother,” he said, looking over at her.  “I’ll have to convince the council to let me deal with the Consortium.  We can’t let them anywhere near those talks, to prevent the Consortium from blackmailing us into a bad deal.  So long as the only people on our side of the table is you and me, we can keep the drives a secret.”

“That may not be easy, cousin,” Zaa said.  “But you’re right.  We can’t allow the Consortium to make contact with the Confederation.”


“That will not be easy, my Denmother,” Maraa said.  “The Consortium is as we speak attempting to do so.  They are preparing a mission to send one of their smallest, fastest ships to within gravband range of the only system in Andromeda they can reach with a CCM presence, Atrovet.  The Consortium has gravband comm technology, so they can make contact with the CCM from outside interdiction.  That is why I felt this information was so critical,” she explained.  “They know they can’t contact the CCM at Prakka due to the system’s unique properties scrambling gravband, but the CCM has a sizable force at Atrovet.  We may be facing a scenario where the Consortium contacts the CCM and attempts to arrange a diplomatic conference, and we may have no control over what happens if they do.  That would be a matter for the council to decide.”


“Well…fuck,” Jason said in disgust, leaning back in his chair and crossing his arms.  She was right.  There was a very large fleet of CCM vessels at Atrovet, there to both protect the evacuation of the Dreamers and conduct scientific research in the system.  And the Consortium had gravband, so they could make contact with the CCM from two fucking sectors away.  They didn’t have to jump that ship to Atrovet, they just had to get it within two sectors to achieve real-time communications with any fucking ship in the CCM task force.   And if they didn’t mind a time delay, they could be five sectors away.  That was such a huge area, the KMS would never get to it and destroy it in time for it to try to make contact, and he might have a lot of fucking explaining to do in front of the Confederate Council if he continually attacked and destroyed Consortium ships trying to establish contact with the Confederation.  Virtually everyone on the council saw the Consortium as an enemy, but they’d also figure out quickly that Jason was actively trying to prevent the Confederation and the Consortium from talking to each other.  That would make some of them suspicious, even rulers that were very close to him, like Dahnai.

“Do you think we can convince the CCM to pull out of Atrovet?” Jason asked Zaa.  “If we can pull the CCM out of gravband range, we keep control of the situation.”

“That would depend on how effective you can be at convincing Lorna, without giving her a satisfactory explanation as to why you are doing it,” she answered.  “But that may not even be enough, because the rulers that own those fleets can simply issue orders to them to remain at Atrovet directly.  Remember, cousin, that many of the CCM ships are there to make sure the Dreamers do in fact end up on Tir Tairngire.  Some of them suspect that you might try to spirit them to Karis and use their precognition to your advantage.  Your virtual abduction of Aria without council input or approval has made them suspicious of your intentions.  They are keeping an eye on you.”


“I know,” he grunted.  “And we can’t jam gravband, that’ll piss Lorna off and make them ask even more questions.  Fuck.  Fuck!  I don’t see how we can stop this!” he said, standing up and pacing behind the table.  “We can’t stop that ship before it sends a message.  Sure, we can jump something there and destroy it, but not before it gets the message off.  Then they’ll just send another messenger, and another, and another, until it becomes plain as fucking day that I’m actively trying to stop the Confederation from talking to them.  What if we move forward with my idea now?” he proffered.  “Ask the council to let me negotiate with the Consortium to stop them from sending their colonization force to the Milky Way?”

“That…I am not sure,” she said honestly.  “But my educated guess is that they wouldn’t let you do it alone.  Mesaiima and Ethikk have established themselves as the council’s premiere diplomats, and it would be almost certain that the council would demand they go with you.”


“Mesaiima…I think she’d be trusted to keep what she learns secret.  But Ethikk…no,” he growled.  “The Alliance would kill to get their hands on drive technology.  So would most of the empires in the Confederation bigger than the Jobodi.”

“Then it sounds like we have three choices, cousin,” Zaa said grimly.  “We say nothing and allow events to unfold, hoping that the secret is not revealed, we reveal the drives on our own terms…or we launch an invasion of Consortium territory to trick them into thinking that no treaty can be negotiated.”

“I don’t want to start a second war,” he growled, turning and walking the other way, establishing his pacing path.  “Even if we do vastly outmatch the Consortium right now, we don’t have the ships or the assets to fight a war on two fronts when one of those fronts is the Syndicate.  Besides, we couldn’t keep that war a secret.  Lorna has her claws dug too deeply into the KMS, she’ll see too many ships off the board for us to explain it away, and she’ll want to know what’s going on.  KMS ships are the fulcrum of most of her battle plans.  The only possible way we could do this would be to chase down and destroy those Consortium ships before they get into gravband range,” he mused, stopping and looking up at the ceiling.  “A tackler and a frigate could get in their jump vector and knock the ship out of hyperspace and destroy it.  It takes about 183 minutes for a ship to cross Andromeda with standard jump engines, and that would give us enough time to see the ship coming and get a tackler into its path.  But that’s not a guarantee,” he growled.  “Sure, we’ll get the first couple of ships, but after that they’ll realize that we’re trying to stop them from communicating with the Confederation, and they’ll understand why we’re doing it.  They’ll employ Sha Ra’s strategy, jump short distances and change direction to prevent us from being able to predict their course and get in front of them.  If they do that, there’s no guarantee we can stop them.”


“Another option would be to contact the Consortium secretly and make your offer to them, on the condition that they say nothing,” Miaari offered.  “We send them to another galaxy where the Syndicate cannot follow, something they know we can do because of their knowledge of the drives, then leave them alone.  In return, they say nothing to the Confederation about the drives.”

“That…that is a viable option, Mee,” he said after a moment.  “But it does have massive risk.  If the council finds out, they very well may declare war on us.  We’d be committing treason against the Confederation by making secret deals with the enemy.  And if they find out about the drives, they’ll use it as the pretense to do just that, so they can get their hands on Karinne tech.  And to think, I’ve given them rail cannons, I’ve given them diffusers, I’ve given them IP armor, and they may use all of it against us,” he said grimly.


“There is one final option, if I may be so bold, your Grace, my Denmother,” Maraa spoke up.  “As the Denmother mentioned, we reveal it ourselves.  That way we have more control over the outcome, and the Consortium cannot blackmail us.  It also presents the least risk that things go horribly wrong.”


“We have kicked around strategies for doing that.  Contingency plans for if the secret got out,” Jason grunted, turning and looking at the three Kimdori.  “We’d have to close off Karis again…maybe even piss everyone off by kicking them out of Kosigi, at least if Miaari, Cynna, and Dellin couldn’t absolutely guarantee that they could keep the drives safe from espionage attempts.”


“My opinion is that it can be done, but it’s not a recommendation I can make with complete certainty alone.  I’ll need to discuss it with Dellin and Cynna,” Miaari told them.  “They control Kosigi, and that’s where most of our security upgrades would be instituted.”


“I know.  We’d have to massively increase security around the warehouses holding drives and drive parts, treat them like biogenic units.”

“It does present the least risk of betrayal and warfare, as Maraa surmised,” Grun said absently, scratching his muzzle in thought.  “Jason is right, there is grave risk in trying to contain the secret by either engaging in clandestine warfare with the Consortium or secretly negotiating with them.  Both could easily lead us to war with the Confederation.  If we reveal it ourselves, we can make all the appropriate preparations to maximize the protection of the technology.  I believe that everyone in this room will agree that we cannot give drive technology to anyone.  They are not ready for it.”


“Amen,” Jason agreed as Zaa nodded.  “Besides, none of them can even use it.  The only empire that could conceivably use drives with their current technology is the Ruu.  They’re the only ones with both sufficient power generation tech and computers powerful enough to govern the drives in mode three.  They’re also about the only empire I’d even consider sharing drive tech with, given who they are.  But still, as much as I respect the Ruu and consider Observer A a friend, no.  Their actions would be my responsibility, and I won’t break the oaths I took when I became the Grand Duke.”

“We should discuss our options with additional input,” Zaa decided.  “I will summon Handgroom Kraal, and also Dellin, Cynna, and Cybi.  What we do will depend on Dellin and Cynna’s expert opinions, so they should be here.”


“Have the CBIMs come using their bionoids, that’s more secure,” Jason suggested.  “The link between them and their bionoids is about fifty times more secure than just them coming in through Kimdori’s biogenic network and manifesting holograms.  Not even the other CBIMs can eavesdrop when they’re using their bionoids.”


Zaa nodded.  “Dellin is one of yours, Jason.  Order him in.”


“Yes ma’am.”  He reached all the way back to Karis through Kimdori Prime’s biogenic network and got in touch with Dellin, who was off duty and in his quarters on Kosigi.  He used the CBIM trick of manifesting a hologram into Dellin’s luxurious but scrupulously neat quarters, merging to the local node so that he could see and hear through the hologram, just like a CBIM.  “Dellin,” he called.


“What is it, Jason?’


“I need you on Kimdori Prime immediately,” he answered.  “Get into your armor and board the Kamiata, I’m sure you know where it’s docked.  As soon as Cybi and Cynna get their bionoids aboard the ship, you’ll leave.  I’ll explain why you need to be here when you get here. I’m not discussing it over biogenic commune.”

“That’s a bit of a strange order, Jason, but I won’t mind.  I’ve always wanted to see Kimdori,” he said, looking to the side.  A panel in the wall opened, and an armor stand holding his armor slid out.


“The Kimdori will relay landing instructions to the Kamiata when you reach orbit,” he continued.  “When you come down, make sure it’s just the three of you on the dropship.”

“Alright.”


Jason ended the hologram, and while still merged to the biogenic node on Kosigi, he reached out to Karis and connected to the part of the biogenic network where only the sentient biogenic units and Jason had access, their very private, very secure, and very exclusive little part of the network..  [Cybi, Cynna, I need both of you to get your bionoids onto the Kamiata, we need you on Kimdori Prime.  Dellin’s going to be coming with you, so ride down to the planet with him.]


[What’s going on, Jayce?] Cylan asked.


[I’ll explain everything in detail later, but the short of it is that the Consortium found out about the drives, thanks to their fucking clairvoyants.  Denmother needs Dellin, Cybi, and Cynna here to provide some expert testimony so we can discuss our options.]


[Ouch.  That’s not good,] Cyvanne injected.


[Fucking amen,] Jason agreed.  

[My bionoid is looking at the ship right now, Jayce,] Cynna answered.  [I’ll be on board in just a moment.]


[I’m in my skimmer and on the way to Kosigi now,] Cybi added.


[The rest of us will consider the issue and have some possible suggestions ready for you when you get back,] Cyra offered.  [But just from a brief glance at it, very few of those possibilities will be ones you’re going to like.]


[You understand the situation well, Cyra,] Jason relayed with disgust staining his thought.  [This is one of those situations where we go with the least of the available evils.]

He ended the merge and looked at the three Kimdori.  “They’re on the way.  They’ll probably be here in about an hour, Cybi has to get up to Kosigi.  They’re coming in the fleet battleship Kamiata, so you can warn your traffic control they’re going to jump in.”


They discussed the problem in more detail as they waited, and almost exactly an hour later, during which Kraal arrived and was brought up to speed and joined the discussion, the Hearth’s guards escorted Dellin and the bionoids into the briefing room.  Dellin was in his armor, wearing a helmet with a transparent faceplate rather than a combat helmet, and he looked quite intrigued to be here.  Cybi and Cyra were wearing the same style of standard KMS technician’s jumpsuit uniforms Jason wore, mainly because they knew that they’d have to destroy any clothes they wore here due to the radiation.  By now, Jason’s own jumpsuit was probably so irradiated that it presented a serious health risk to anyone not a Kimdori, Jakkan, or Generation.


They explained the issue to Dellin and the bionoids, then they returned to the debate.  That debate ran for nearly five hours, through a dinner that was delivered into the briefing room by the Hearth’s guards, and through several dozen attempts by both Jyslin and Dahnai to find out why he wasn’t home yet.  They discussed each of their available options in great detail, but in the end, all nine of them had to agree that the only real option was to reveal the drives themselves, which presented both the least risk of everything going to hell and the best means to protect the technology.  Cynna and Dellin were certain that they could protect the drives in Kosigi from the other empires that had access to the facility the same way they protected biogenic units, and that assurance was the main reason they made the decision they did.


“Then it’s agreed.  Jason will reveal the drives,” Zaa called, and they all nodded in agreement.  “But he only reveals that the Karinnes have the drives.  He keeps the fact that we also have drives secret.  Dellin, Cynna, Handmaiden, it falls to you,” she said, looking at them.  “Make the necessary preparations on Kosigi.”

“We can have things done in about six days, my Denmother,” Miaari answered.


“Aye, we’ll need to reorganize our warehouse space for drives and drive parts, put them in the same warehouse blocks where we keep biogenic units and systems.  That way we can extend that security to the drives.  The Confederation didn’t think they were all that important when they thought we were just installing Hrathari-based translight drives on our ships.  When they find out they’re much more than that, they’ll try to steal either the plans or the physical pieces to reverse engineer the technology.”


“And when we get everything done and Handmaiden Miaari signs off on the security, Jason can do the deed,” Cynna said, looking towards him.


“Cybi, you can create a new subsection in the Academy mainframe for scientific data we gather from exo-galactic exploration,” Zaa told her.  “Giving the others access to select data we gather will counter some of their arguments.  Jason can simply claim that the exploration data we Kimdori gather was done so by the KES and make it available to the others.”


“That will go a long way to placating the more scientific empires, like the Ruu, the Subrians, and the Nine Colonies,” she agreed with a nod.  “And we can further placate them by offering Confederation scientists slots on KES scout ships doing exo-galactic work.”

“That’s a possibility, I’ll go over it with Meya and Myra,” Jason said.  “As long as Miaari’s pack can screen them to make sure they’re not a security threat, I wouldn’t be opposed to the idea.”


“This decision does give us the option to move forward with Jason’s plan, but in a way that we don’t have to hide it,” Kraal offered.  “The Council may very well be quite amenable to the idea of removing the threat of the Consortium’s colonization force if we offer to send them far, far away and let them start over in a place where neither the Syndicate nor the Confederation is a threat to them.  That makes both sides happy.”


“I’m going to bring that up after I reveal the drives,” Jason nodded.


“Then it sounds like we have a plan of action,” Zaa declared.  “And I find myself growing a bit weary, so I believe that this conference is concluded.  Cybi, if you would, write up a detailed report of our discussions here and forward it to my office, so I may peruse and reflect upon it after I have a chance to rest.”


“Of course, Denmother,” she nodded.  “I’ll have it in your inbox in a few moments.”


“I’ll get the warehouse changes started as soon as we get back,” Dellin declared as he stood up.


“I’m already working on the transition plan.  I should have something solid to present to you by the time we’re home, Dellin,” Cynna told him.


“I’ll go with you.  I need to be on Kosigi to oversee the changes to security,” Miaari told them.


“I think I’m not going to get out of my office until sometime tomorrow afternoon,” Jason grunted.  “Cybi, warn Captain Koye we’ll be boarding in about half an hour, and that we’ll need to dispose of these,” Jason said, plucking at his jumpsuit.  “And remember that you’ll need to decon along with us.  The bionoids are irradiated.”

The trip back was subdued and pensive, with the bionoids, Miaari, and Dellin discussing the upcoming changes as Jason more or less stood in front of the window of the stateroom and looked out, both resigned and apprehensive.  He knew this day may come, that the Confederation would find out about the drives, and it had always been his intention to more or less do what they’d decided to do, reveal them himself, on his own terms.  But he hadn’t wanted to do it now.  They were too new, and the house hadn’t fully adjusted to the fact that they had them quite yet, and the fact that they were embroiled in a war with the Syndicate would make the Confederation very pushy about them.  He thought that maybe in a couple of years, as the Karinnes pushed further and further into the galactic cluster and supercluster, he would have to do it, but he hadn’t counted on the Consortium and their fucking clairvoyants.  None of them had known that they could see through stealth fields and CMS, and none of them had even considered the possibility that frigates and Kimdori stealth ships would be noticed moving around Andromeda and tracked all the way back to the Milky Way.


Because of that, all his plans had been partially upended.  They’d still continue with their plans to explore the supercluster with KES scout ships, but now they’d more or less be doing it with the entire Confederation looking over their shoulder.  It meant that it was going to be harder to keep what they discovered a secret, especially if a Confederation scientist was aboard the scout ship that made the discovery, and it vastly increased the risk that the Karinnes may run afoul of the other empires in the Confederation.  There were a good three dozen of them that Jason knew would risk war with the Karinnes to get their hands on drive technology.  A fleet of IP-equipped ships with intergalactic capability opened up so many options of expansion and conquest for them, and dreams of glory and spoils would drive some of them to desperate extremes.

Greed wasn’t only a fatal flaw in the Benga.


Fuck, he was going to have to all but chain Anivan to a post.  The Prakarikai were going to be the most dangerous little shits he’d have to keep his eyes on once the knew about the drives.


The wild card was going to be Dahnai.  The fact that she was a Generation tied her and the Imperium much more closely to him, but he honestly wasn’t sure how this was going to go.  Before she was changed, he’d have been as wary of her as he would be Anivan, but now…he didn’t know.  She did understand how being a Generation changed her life and added responsibilities to it, but he didn’t know if he truly understood the essence of what being a Generation meant.  And the drives would answer that question for him, he supposed.  If she tried to steal drive technology, then he would know that she truly hadn’t learned anything, had not changed.


And that would break his heart.


But there was really no other option.  They would either risk war with everyone over their attempts to keep the drive secret, up to possibly betraying the Confederation and destroying everything he had labored to build for years, or they would fall prey to Consortium extortion over that secret.  The only real path they had before them was to reveal the drive, do it on their terms and with preparations in place before that secret was revealed.


If there was ever a time he wished he could ask Aria for a prediction…this was it.
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He wasn’t sure he’d ever been this reluctant to stand before the council.

This was a special session of the council, called by him, and called on Karis.  As such, the Grand Duke Jason Augustus Fox Shaddale Karinne stood in the witness box to the side of the speaker’s lectern and looked out over 154 bionoids and four flesh and blood people, Zaa, Dahnai, Kreel, and Krirara—naturally—and knew that there was no helping it.  No matter how much he didn’t want to do what he was about to do, he had no choice.  And he dreaded it.


Dahnai and those on the council closest to him knew something serious was going on, because he’d not only been unavailable for the last six days, he wouldn’t even answer their missives and messages.  He’d been personally overseeing the reorganization of warehouse space in Kosigi and Miaari’s security upgrades so he knew with his own eyes that things were ready.  And now they were seeing him not only in person in front of the council, but wearing his formal robes, wearing the oye wood medallion holding the house crest that the Parri shaman had made for him around his neck prominently displayed as it rested on his chest over his robes, something he almost never did.  Much like Kreel, Jason often attended council sessions in a tee and jeans, even naked a few times, because he didn’t put much importance on appearances, or pomp and circumstance.  But here he was, wearing the most formal attire he possibly could, and for no reason that they could possibly fathom.  And in a way, it set the stage.  This was abnormal behavior from Jason Karinne, and that made all of them pay very close attention to him.

He leaned forward and put his hands on the rail of the witness box, then sighed and succumbed to the reality of the situation.  Just standing there saying nothing wasn’t going to fix anything.  This was something that had to be done, and it was his responsibility as the Grand Duke Karinne to do it.


Potentially seal the fate of the House of Karinne and burn down everything he had worked so hard to build.


“I’m sure everyone is wondering why I called you here,” he began in a wooden tone.  “I’ll get to that in a moment.  What I will say now is that I want everyone in this room to understand something, right here, right, and never forget it.  What I am about to say is the truth, and how I will act upon that information is a solemn vow.  I mean what am I about to say, and don’t anyone in this room for one moment think that I will do anything other than exactly what I say I will do.”  He paused a moment and stood upright, taking his hands off the rail, then tucked his hands into his opposite sleeves.  “For the last two years, the House of Karinne has been working on a new type of ship engine, called a translight drive,” he began.  “I’m sure most everyone in this room has heard of them.  The Hrathari employ translight drive technology, and in fact have some of the most advanced translight drive technology in the Confederation.  We’ve been working to improve and expand on that technology, and the result are the translight drives we’ve installed on KMS vessels.  You’ve no doubt read the reports from your generals that we use them to move back and forth between jump distance and a planet in a matter of seconds, and also use them for system to system travel to avoid wear and tear on our jump engines.

“What they haven’t told you, and what we haven’t told you, is what else they can do,” he continued, then he took a breath and exhaled.  “We’ve built a new version of the translight drive that moves at FTL speeds in hyperspace, vastly increasing a ship’s jump speed.”


Observer A nearly swallowed his tongue gasping, and jumped to his feet.  “You solved Methrit’s Hyperspace Photonic Quantum Equation!” he nearly shouted.


“We did,” he acknowledged, nodding towards the Ruu.


“By the great spirit, Jason!  I am impressed beyond all measure!”


“What does that mean in non-science-ese?” Kreel asked, looking back at Observer A.


“How fast, Jason?  What was the final result?” A said, ignoring the Grimja.


“Two hundred and fifty light years per second, at least safely.  Our fastest speed was nine hundred and twenty light years per second, but that literally destroyed both the jump engine and the drive, and damn near blew up the entire ship.”


The entire room just stared at him.


“Light exists in hyperspace, but in a highly erratic and energetic state.  We developed a translight drive that can modulate light in hyperspace to produce an FTL effect, a translight state.  And in the interests of security, that’s all I’m going to tell you about how it works,” he said bluntly.  “The only other thing you need to know is that this drive gives the House of Karinne intergalactic capability.  We’ve been using the one way wormhole system as a cover for how we’ve really been moving Stargates and assets into the Strands of Trelle and Andromeda.  Drive-equipped ships carried the supplies or towed the Stargates out there, we linked them, and that gave the Confederation access to those areas.

“I had no intention of telling any of you about the drives to protect my house from attempts to steal the technology or take it by force, but recent events have forced my hand,” he said bluntly.  “It is my opinion that with the possible exception of the Ruu, you are not ready for this technology.  You can’t even use this technology, if you installed it in your ships, it would melt your computers and make your power plants explode.  We didn’t even feel you were ready to know about this technology, because now it puts me in the untenable position of having to keep it from you, and no doubt that’s going to create bad blood between the House of Karinne and some members of this council.  So, let me put it on the table right here, right now, for everyone to hear and everyone to understand.  Don’t ask for this technology.  Don’t ask for information about it.  Don’t even ask to see the drive housing.  And know this, members of this council.  Any attempt to steal or procure this technology from us will cause us to immediately declare war on you, and we will not stop until the House of Karinne completely destroys your empire’s space travel capability, both military and civilian.  And we will never allow you to rebuild it,” he said in a powerful voice.  “There will never be a peace treaty, and any attempt to build new ships will be met with immediate attack.  We will banish you back to your planets and moons, and we will never let you off of them again.  So think very, very carefully before you order your spies to Karis, ladies and gentlemen,” he said in a flat voice, staring right at Anivan as he said it.  “Else you will make an eternal enemy of the Karinnes, and our resolve will put the tenacity of the Jun to shame.  You will be Graldux K’Vrart from that old Beyran fable, wearing your crown and carrying your golden sceptre and strolling proudly through the ruins of the city you destroyed with your own pride and ambition.

“I know how I must sound to you, like I am the epitome of arrogance, talking down to the rest of you like you were not the powerful and esteemed rulers that you are, but it is the honest truth.  Most of you are too aggressive, too war-like, for us to feel comfortable giving you something that would unleash you upon the entire galactic supercluster, because the harm you do out there would be my responsibility,” he said intensely.  “My oaths as the Grand Duke Karinne forbid me from allowing our knowledge or technology to be allowed to allow one party to act against the will of another, except in the instance of self defense.  The first time one of you found some lonely planet with a pre-spacefaring society and conquered it, my oaths would be broken and all their misery would be placed on my shoulders.  And every person in this room knows that my position about this has not changed since the day the Confederation was formed.  The House of Karinne is neutral, the House of Karinne does not allow its technology to be used to conquer and plunder.  It is only used to advance the cause of learning, increase the quality of life for all beings, foster peace, and defend ourselves and our allies against those that would conquer us, would take away our freedom.”

He was silent a long moment, letting them absorb that.  When he spoke again, it was with a softer tone, and more like himself.  “While we won’t give you this technology, the House of Karinne does not object to you going with us as we leave the galaxy to explore,” he said strongly.  “Our KES scout ships have room on them for scientists and researchers from your empires, and we would be amenable to taking them with us so your empires can explore and learn, just as we will.  And in the future, we will open the path behind us by placing Stargates in other galaxies for Confederate use, giving you access to new galaxies, new territories to explore, and new worlds to colonize.  But it will be done by the same very strict rules we impose on those that employ our technology to explore and colonize planets within our own galaxy,” he warned.  “That means no conquering indigenous populations.  You will bring no war to any planet beyond our galaxy, just as we demand that you bring no war to any planet within the galaxy,” he said sternly.  “In any case, we’ll be placing the data we collect during our explorations on the Academy mainframe for any with an interest in the subject to download and study.  A new subtree database has been set up to archive the data, and with luck, we’ll be logging our first entries into the database within a month.  We’ve taken our time to carefully prepare for this adventure, and the first drive-equipped scout ship will be arriving at its destination to begin exo-galactic research in five days.”

He gave a small shrug of his shoulders.  “And that’s about all I have to say.  A written report will be sent out as an official missive stating our positions in writing, spelling out clearly what I’ve just said.  Those of you interested in getting scientists aboard scout ships doing exogalactic research need to contact KES headquarters, they have control of that process.  Oh, and in five hours, the KMS Tianne will be making an exogalactic jump from Karis to Prakka to deliver supplies to the CCM forward bases.  If any of you are interested in what it’s like to travel on a ship doing a translight jump, Captain Palla has plenty of room for you aboard the ship.  Just mind that the journey will take about three hours, and also know that jumping translight is compatible with bionoids, so using your bionoid for the journey is an option.  If you’re interested in making the journey, contact Secretary Yeri and let her know.  She’ll make the necessary arrangements.”   He looked up at Gau, who was chairing the session.  “Permission to step down.”


Gau gave him a long look.  “Granted,” he said.  “It is the opinion of the chair that we end this council session.  I think all of us have some reading to do, and I for one will be contacting the KMS about that trip on the Tianne,” he said calmly.  “Is there objection to general acclimation?”  When silence greeted him, he took hold of the gavel.  “Then I call this meeting of the Confederate Council concluded.  We will reconvene in two days.”  He banged the gavel, and Jason stepped down from the witness box and started for the door as bionoids started to lower into their holding chambers under the floor.  Dahnai jumped up from her seat in the front row and all but ran towards him, with Kreel and Krirara moving quickly from their places on the second row.


[And just how long have you had these drives, Jason?] Dahnai demanded.  [Months?  Years?  And you never told us!  You never told me!]


[I meant every word of what I said, Dahnai.  The rest of you aren’t ready for the drives.  You’re not ready for the responsibility they represent, and I will not violate my oaths by setting loose aggressive empires on the rest of the supercluster.  You’ve said it yourself, Dahnai.  The Faey cannot help but make war.  They cannot help but be who they are.  And who they are disqualifies them from having translight drives.]


[If you feel like this, why even tell us about them?] she demanded.


[Because I had no choice,] he answered as Kreel and Krirara reached him before he made it to the door.


Well, Jayce, you certainly shaved the whiskers, Kreel sent seriously.  You drop that bomb on us, threaten all of us with eternal ruination, then invite us to take a ride on something out of science fiction all inside two minutes.  I feel a little furburned.


I think he had good reason to be so blunt, Krirara sent soberly.  He’s right.  The last thing I would want to see is some of the members of this council with those engines.  They would set the entire supercluster on fire.


I’m glad someone understands, Jason sent with gratitude rippling through his thought.  I tried not to come across as a dick, but threatening an endless war is one of those things where you kinda have to be a dick if you want to be taken seriously.


Of course I understand.  What I don’t understand is why you revealed them in the first place.  That’s not how you do things.


It was reveal them myself or have you learn about them from someone else, he answered.


Someone broke into your secure files?


No.  It’s the Consortium that knows about the drives, and the Kimdori spies in their territory discovered that they’re trying to make contact with the Confederation.  Their fucking clairvoyants found out about the drives when I sent ships to Andromeda to map the galaxy for future jumps.  They started watching my ships, and saw them execute translight jumps.  That left me with little choice.  It was reveal the drives or have the Consortium either do it for me or try to extort the house with that secret.


I see.  I understand, Krirara nodded as they walked out into the hallway. You should have told the council that, Jason.  It would have made them see things from your perspective a little better.  I fear you didn’t make a very good impression.  You did come across as almost unbearably arrogant.  If I didn’t know you so well, I’d have been very offended by that speech.

I know, but I didn’t have any choice about that either.  If they didn’t understand with full gravity just how fucking serious I am about protecting that secret, then it would tempt them to try.  And I meant it.  If I catch any of them trying, I’ll fucking blast them back into the stone age, and the house will never let them off their planet again.


Yeah, you kinda made that clear already, Jayce, Kreel told him, trying to lighten the mood.  So, how long have you had them?

We’ve had drives for a few months.  We’ve been working on the project for two years, so there was a period where we had a few ships with prototype drives.

Done anything cool with them yet?


Not really, he answered as they walked down the hall, towards the landing pad.  I wasn’t kidding about us taking our time to be ready.  We’ve visited one exogalactic planet outside of going to Andromeda a few months ago, but that’s about it.  And that wasn’t even really a scientific mission, that was part of the testing of the drive.  We’ve been too busy with the war to really do much else.  Almost all of our resources and attention have been on the Syndicate.


Sooooo, think we could go on a much more cozy trip somewhere more cool than Prakka? Kreel wheedled.


Not today, but later, sure, he replied.  I’m not going to keep the drives completely away from the Confederation.  That’s part of the written statement I released, it’s a lot longer than what I said, and goes into my policy on the drives in much more detail.  I won’t give them to the others, but I’m not against reasonable requests for us to use them for the others.  That’s how I do thing with the bridges and the Stargates and the bionoids, and the drives will be no different.


And that’s something else you should have stressed in your speech, Jason.  It would have gone far to defuse the negative reaction, Krirara chided.


The speech was the stick.  The missive is the carrot, he told her as they reached the doors to the landing pad.  Now, if you all will excuse me, I have some things I have to do.  You can go back to my house and I’ll be over as soon as I can, and we’ll talk more about it.

He left them at the pad and returned to his office, changed out of his robes, and ended up standing in front of his window with Chichi in his arms, stroking her sinfully soft black fur and looking out without really seeing anything.  His mind was somewhere else.


It was done.  They knew about the drives, and now there was nothing to be done but to wait and see what would happen.  He couldn’t shake this feeling that this wasn’t going to end well.  Either someone was going to ignore his warnings and try to steal the tech, or he was going to end up at odds with other members of the council over his policies.  But those policies should not be a surprise to anyone.  His stance when it came to Karinne technology had been consistent since the formation of the Confederation…since before that, since he’d kept things from Dahnai when the house was part of the Imperium.


But this was different.  While the Karinnes had more powerful weapons and stronger armor and shields than everyone else, the drives represented a quantum shift in the balance of power in the Confederation.  It made the Karinnes look drastically more advanced than the others instead of only being about twenty or so years ahead of them on the technology curve, and now more than ever, the temptation to try to steal Karinne technology would be almost irresistible.


Because of the biggest prize the Karinnes had ever put on the table, an engine that would give an empire intergalactic reach.  And when paired with Stargate and bridge technology, it made the Karinnes look to the others as if they were on the precipice of basically spreading through the supercluster, getting all the best planets for themselves, then graciously allowing the others to fight over the crumbs after they’d already moved through a new area.


He didn’t know what was going to happen.  He didn’t know if he’d done the right thing.  But there was no turning back now.  He had made a decision, with plenty of debate and support from others, and they had carried it out.


Now there was nothing to do but wait to find out what consequences that action provoked.
