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The first attack was a complete success.

Maggie had sent back video taken from a hyperspace probe watching the system of PR-106, which was one of the major construction hubs.  The system had three inhabited planets that were packed into an almost shockingly tight series of orbits, the three planets existing in orbits about the same distance as Terra was from Venus, and all three planets were life sustaining.  That was almost unheard of, and something Jason had never seen before.  How those planets formed without crashing into one another was a miracle.  The three planets had all kinds of heavy industry in orbit around them, for it was the Imxi’s primary shipyard systems.  It was also where they were building 26% of the quantum phase device.

Or…it was where they were building 26% of the device.


The attack was a great success, but it was also a costly one.  While the Kimdori’s SCM ships could easily fool sensors, what they could not do was fool that clairvoyant energy being, nor did they expect to fool it for long.  The SCM was there to prevent their enemies from seeing them move in, but once they were there, they weren’t worried about being detected.  The Consortium knew that they were there, and had been preparing their Imxi systems for KMS attacks, but it was very hard to prepare for the Legion.


The initial attack was with Buzzsaws, launched from a suicide freighter, which accelerated at flank right at their primary target, the core body of the quantum phase emitter, on a collision course.  The Buzzsaws were aimed at their primary control station in orbit, while the freighter was careening towards the phase device, but the Imxi and their Consortium allies managed to destroy the freighter at the price of taking moderate damage by the Buzzsaws, as well as a few ships, since the freighter’s engines and power plant were rigged to explode if the freighter lost power, and that massive detonation took out two Consortium destroyers.  Almost immediately, ten more freighters dropped out of hyperspace, and they launched nearly 50% of the inventory they’d brought with them.  This was the most critical target to hit, so they dedicated sizable assets to taking it out.  A virtual cloud of Buzzsaws, missiles, gun drones, and backpack robots carrying other toys exploded out of those freighters, which also turned to try to ram the main body of the quantum phase device.  It was a chaotic swarm of intense action in almost every direction as the gun drones and Buzzsaws tried to get the other devices to their target, attacking anything that fired in that general direction as the backpack robots acted like living shields for the other weapons, jettisoning their cargo boxes when they detected that their destruction was imminent, which sent a cloud of debris floating in the direction it needed to go.  The Consortium desperately tried to protect the device, the control station, and several of the Eretrium arc sections from rampaging missiles and Buzzsaws, with more weapons coming up behind them.  In the chaotic scrum, the Consortium managed to protect the device from the onslaught using their ships, Imxi fighters—which actually looked halfway decent, on par with Skaa Un’Dara fighters, from watching them in action—and automated defense weapon platforms in orbit around the planet.  The Consortium lost 14 ships, 128 automated platforms, and sustained heavy damage to the control station because of Satan’s Marbles, but they managed to fight off the entire onslaught.  Two missiles holding Satan’s Marbles managed to hit the device and deliver their payloads, but the Consortium was ready for that with a sustained magnetic field projected from a nearby ship, pulling the marbles towards the ship and out of the device.

Then the device exploded like a nova, when it was struck by the intense blast of a solar collector that had been deployed 1.2 light seconds from the system, the entire device contained in a CMS box that opened and deployed the collector.  The Consortium seemed to pause in shock as the incandescent beam of coherent solar radiation lanced in and struck the device, hitting its power plant and causing it to explode, then it fired again 17 seconds later and hit the command station, melting through the connecting neck holding one of its flared wing sections to the main body, causing the entire wing of the station to tumble away and start its death spiral into the atmosphere of the planet.  Two Consortium destroyers quickly turned and raced away at flank speed to get to jump distance, but it gave the collector time to fire again 17 seconds later, another 126 shakra wide blast of overwhelming solar energy lanced into the chaos and struck one of the arc sections of the device, melting it in half almost exactly in the middle of its curved length, as the impact of the beam knocked the piece against its drydock construction scaffolding.  There was no fourth shot, however, for the Consortium destroyers that deployed quickly locked in on the device and destroyed it, but not without taking shock damage when they fired on it just as it was about to fire, all that energy pulled in from the ramjet-style collector unleashed when its guiding force was destroyed suddenly.  Had they fired a split second before or after, the collector would have just blown up, but they had the bad luck of firing when it had all the energy gathered to fire.

God bless pinpoint targeting systems, capable of letting the collector hit a target the size of a car from over 350,000 kilometers away.


Even after the attack was over, it wasn’t over.  Every freighter had mines and conduit smashers disguised in the bulkheads and cargo doors that were ejected to open the cargo hangars, the units offline to avoid detection, equipped with broadcast power units attuned to the Consortium’s broadcast frequencies.  Those mines slowly drifted towards the planet, then activated and attacked when they got within range of the broadcast power emanating from their ships.  The Consortium lost two more ships to the mines, making the fatal mistake of not giving those blown doors a wide berth and wandering too close to them as they commenced cleanup operations.  That reminded the Consortium that anything that the Legion left behind could be deadly, even the trash. 


In the end, Maggie and Jake had been right to send all that equipment in, because it kept the Consortium busy while the collector deployed and powered up, but the video proved that the Consortium were adapting to Legion tactics…so that meant that they were going to have to adapt themselves.  The collector had done that job, for it was something new that the Consortium had never seen before.  But, the lack of collateral damage from their other weapons was a bit of a disappointment.  There was supposed to be more damage to shipbuilding docks and other arc sections, but the Consortium had responded quickly and almost perfectly to the toy attack.  They had deployed proper counter-strategies to everything but the conduit smashers and the Buzzsaws, which had no counter-strategy except shooting them down before they could hit something.


Clearly, the Legion had to get more underhanded…or go back to their roots with surprise attacks rather than frontal attacks.


So, while the attack was considered a success in that it destroyed the primary target, it had been a failure in the lack of collateral damage inflicted.  It had also proved that the solar collector had been a smashing success.  Jason had gone to bed last night right after ordering more CMS-packaged collectors.  That little toy had some serious potential.


And they still had the meson cannons and gravity guns in their arsenal to try out as new weapons against their enemies.


If only they could get some interdictors in place over there to use offensively.  The only time they tried, the Consortium jumped instantly to the interdictor’s location and came in through the effect on a 7 hour sublight cruise, launching a massive barrage of missiles in front of them that could go faster than they could, and arrive in 4.5 hours.  Their clairvoyant energy being was paying special and very intense attention to the Imxi systems, making it hard to move about in CMS.  The thing couldn’t see into hyperspace, they’d worked that out, but the instant anything dropped out of hyperspace anywhere in the PR sector, that energy being knew about it immediately, and it quickly deployed ships to attack the interdictor before the effect put it out of reach.  Their counterstroke was effective, but not unstoppable.  After seeing that report, Jason ordered them to stockpile enough interdictors to interdict every Imxi system in the PR sector at the same time and force them to sacrifice some systems to protect the critical ones.  The Consortium wouldn’t be able to attack all the interdictors, especially when every interdictor was jumped in with a defensive picket that would force them to commit real resources to destroying the interdictor.  And once they knew which systems the Consortium would actively fight to protect, well, they knew where to start focusing their attacks.

Jason yawned and sat up as daybreak sun poured in through the windows.  He’d gotten up before the alarm by about twenty minutes, mainly because having about ten hours to sleep was usually about three hours more than he needed.  He’d fully adapted to a 29 hour day, but there were times when he slept too long or not long enough, as his 24-hour based body occasionally yearned for the good old days.  Faey had a 30 hour rhythm gleaned from evolution on Draconis, but oddly enough, they needed less sleep on the average than humans, so they still only slept about 7-8 hours a day.  Their telepathic minds were highly organized and developed, and thus needed less sleep to regenerate than non-telepathic humans. Jason himself had never needed much sleep either, which had been really handy at the University of Michigan, and again when he was taking classes in Faey technology.  Jason had been able to go on very little sleep for long periods, but those always came with a “crash” sleep where he was dead to the world for seven or eight hours.

It was one of the ways that the human telepaths were different from the rest of humanity.  In a way, Cybi had always been correct to call him a different species than regular Terrans, and not just because he was a Generation.  There were very small but very significant differences between the humans and the human telepaths, mainly dealing with mental acuity and basic thought patterns.  Not all telepaths were intelligent, but telepaths were naturally disposed to be slightly more intelligent than Terrans.  Virtually all telepaths had naturally strong minds, capable of discipline, willpower, and virtually all of them had faster than normal cognitive abilities due to how telepaths thought.  The most significant difference was that all telepaths of any race had a natural aptitude to manage multiple tasks simultaneously, able to quickly and efficiently shift their focus from one matter to another.  This was a critical ability that was absolutely required for any but the simplest telepathic applications.  Some telepaths, like the Generations, could actually think of more than one thing at a time, allowing them to perform highly complex telepathic tasks.  Most sentient beings were hardwired to think serially, to think of or be able to pay attention to only one thing at a time, but many telepaths were capable of parallel thought, able to maintain focus on more than one thing at a time.  These were natural aptitudes that allowed telepaths to excel in life, for they had willpower and discipline, and that gave them the drive to achieve goals, and in a way, it was why the Faey were so good at fighting, able to take in, process, and react to vast amounts of information faster than the non-telepathic mind.  The ability to commune, to think and communicate with more bandwidth, naturally required the ability to think in a more expansive way than just one subject at a time.

Jason was a different species from the Terrans, and even the Terran telepaths, but that did not make him better than them.  It only made him different.

So, while he was technically married outside his species…he could let that slide.  After all, for him, the pickings were pretty slim, since everyone thought he was the only pure Terran Generation in existence for about five years, before they stumbled across Rahne, and now they knew that he and Rahne and his children were the only Terran Generations in existence.  They were literally a race of seven, with five more on the way; the twins Siyae and Bethany, Raisha, Yana’s son Walter—why she chose Walter instead of Brian was beyond Jason, and Siyara.


He looked down at Jyslin, who was sleeping on her back with her head turned towards him, and he just had to marvel yet again at how beautiful she was.  Their pair bond was true, he could feel it pulling him towards her gently, inexorably, powerful bonds of love and friendship and trust and companionship that would ensure that they were together for life.  For commoners, the formation of a pair bond was a guarantee of marriage.  For the nobles, who married for political reason, the formation of a pair bond was the realm of amu, the most favorite subject of Faey poets and writers since they invented paper and ink.  The pair bond could bend a little, allow a bonded person to form different kinds of bonds with others, but it always ensured that no matter how many women Jason slept with, or even loved, Jyslin would always be first in his mind, heart, and soul.  She was the one, and he wouldn’t want it any other way.  He leaned down and kissed her gently on the cheek, and almost immediately, her beautiful gray eyes opened and she smiled at him.  “Mmmmm,” now that’s the way I should be woken up every morning.  So, is it morning enough for you to want the morning girl? she asked sensually.

Can I give you a kiss without turning you on, woman? he accused.


No.  That is absolutely impossible, she replied impishly, grinning at him as she wrapped her arms around his shoulders.  They had a little episode of some fairly heavy making out, at least until he heard an odd whining sound in the distance.  He glanced at his clock and saw that it flickered as it lost power, and then was brought back up by the power generators in the basement, and almost instantly, surprised sendings spread across the strip and through the upscale neighborhood on both sides of it.

What the fuck, the power just went down, Jason grunted, sitting up and focusing himself, then casting his sending halfway across Karsa by accessing the tactical gestalt in the basement, far enough to reach the White House when he wasn’t sending with Jyslin.  What’s going on over there? he demanded.


His gestalt, which hadn’t been switched to broadcast power, started to beep.  He picked it up and put it on, enduring that moment of it intertwining itself into his thoughts, then Rund Hervakk appeared in his mind’s eye.  [Power should be back up in a moment, your Grace.  We had a cascade shutoff.  We’re rebooting the master command system now.]

[What happened?]


[I’m not entirely positive yet.  I’ll have a report for you as soon as the power management center tracks it down.  We’ll be bringing up the continent grid by grid, and we’ll start with yours.]


[Alright.  This doesn’t bode well, Rund.  We’ve never had an unintentional power failure before.]


[No system is utterly dependable, your Grace.  I’ll call back the instant I know what’s going on.]


What’s going on, baby? Jyslin asked as Jason rolled over and sat on the edge of the bed.


Rund isn’t entirely sure yet, something caused the entire continental power grid to execute an emergency shutoff.


Trelle’s garland, Jyslin send soberly.


Yeah.  There goes my mood, I’d better go find out what’s going on.


Oh well, there’s always tonight, she purred, sliding her hand along his side sensually.


Don’t start or I’ll be calling Aura to come to my office during lunch.

Jyslin laughed.  So easy to get turned on, she teased with a smile.


When you do it, you bet your ass I’m easy to turn on, he replied shamelessly as he stood up.  Shey’s image appeared as a holo against the back wall, her using the command center override to get in touch with him directly.  “I know, I already contacted Rund,” he told her.


“We get the feeling that the plume of smoke to the northwest might have something to do with the power failure, your Grace,” she said, looking down.  The holo split, and an image of smoke rising in the grasslands northwest of Karsa appeared.  “It looks like a major substation had some kind of cataclysmic failure.”


“Ouch,” Jason noted.  That was about where the Karsa Substation was located, where the industrial, high-capacity plasma exchangers stepped the plasma down from transmission stage to distribution stage.  Fortunately, however, Rund had designed the entire planetary power grid with redundancy.  Backup station Karsa-B would come online to take over for the primary once the power came back up.  The feedback must have went back down the transmission pipes and to the primary singularity plants that powered the entire planet, and caused an emergency shutdown. He opened the armory door and caused his armor rack to extend out, then stepped over to it.  “I’ll be over as soon as I get dressed,” he told her.  “And why are you still at work?”

“My shift ends in ten minutes, your Grace, but I’ll probably stay over until we get things ironed out,” she replied, glancing at Jyslin.  “I hope you don’t mind that his Grace enjoys parading around naked in front of me, my Lady.  He’s hopelessly incorrigible.”


Jyslin laughed.  “I like him bold and sassy,” she winked in reply.  “He’s told me that it’s one of your perks for working nightshift.”


“Oh, it most certainly is,” she replied with a slight smile.  “And he finally got to allow me to return the favor.”


“I bet it was awfully drafty sitting at your console bare-ass naked, Shey,” he said as he started putting on his armor.


“I found the experience strangely liberating, your Grace,” she replied with aplomb, which made Jyslin laugh.  “I did enjoy being the only woman in the command center allowed to be out of uniform.  Literally,” she added dryly.


“Next time I’ll have them turn the climate control way down so it won’t be quite so much fun,” he threatened.


“Your Grace, if I happened to contact you with nipples starched due to the cold, you might get the wrong impression,” she protested, which made Jyslin roll over on her back laughing.


“Stop being bad and let me get dressed,” he told her.


“Of course, your Grace.  I’ll send the warning that you’re on the way.  General Myri will get your chair in the corner ready for you.”


Her image winked out before he could respond, which made Jyslin laugh harder.  “I knew there was a reason I liked her,” she giggled after she got control of herself.


“And here I thought making her pull a duty shift wearing nothing but a sign would pull her fangs.  I’m going to have to get creative,” Jason grunted as he connected his breastplate to his backplate and settled them over his shoulders, then went about locking them to the codpiece and sealing the border along his sides.


“You still haven’t stirred things up between Kumi and the twins yet,” Jyslin winked.


I haven’t thought of anything good yet, he replied.  They’re getting a little too sickeningly nice to each other.  If they’re not fighting like kree in heat, they’re no fun at all.


They are going to kill you when they find out that half of what they blame on each other, you’re doing, she winked.


Life is boring if there’s no adventure in it, he replied dryly.  Kumi and the twins let me act like an arrogant little ass, it’s a good outlet for my delusions of grandeur, he added lightly, which made her laugh.


Jason picked up Dera and Suri just as they came on shift, then he headed for the White House without even so much as breakfast.  He marched right down to the power management satellite office in the basement of the administration building, where Rund had his main office and his staff monitored the power grid and made any planned changes using simulations.  The place was filled with Makati who were rushing all over the place, and he went right over to Rund Hervakk, who had his horned head bent together with three other Makati.  “What’s the word, Rund?”


“I was just about to call you, your Grace,” he said with relief, stepping away from them and pointing at a distribution board.  “The failure was caused by a cataclysmic conduit failure leading into this step-down exchanger,” he said, pointing at an icon on the board, its caption [Karsa SS-2B].  “The plasma fed back into the unit, and that triggered a cascade failsafe protocol due to the sheer gigawattage of power buildup.  It looks like that conduit junction might have been defective, but on a microscopic level.  It took it nearly four years to fail.”

“We’d better inspect all industrial conduit junctions to make sure it was an isolated incident,” Jason noted.  “We can’t afford some kind of microscopic design flaw wreaking havoc with our power system for the next year.”


“I already have an inspection team assembling to do just that, your Grace,” Rund nodded in approval.  “This was not caused by the broadcast power or anything else, your Grace.  It looks like a simple case of the wrong piece of equipment failing at the right time.”  He snapped his fingers and pointed at a board, which caused one of his lieutenants to rush over there.  “We have primary power back online for all grids, and Karsa is running off its primary backup substation while we effect repairs.  We’re going to shift to the secondary backup station to run the exchangers for two hours once the repairs are complete, give them some operational uptime, then return to the primary substation after the uptime cycle.  We had that planned for Brista, but we may as well do it now.”


“Good man, Rund.  It looks like this is under control, so I’m gonna go eat some breakfast, then head to my office and tackle my inbox,” he sighed.  “Keep me updated.”


“I’ll send hourly reports until we’re back to normal operational procedures.”


Jason nodded.  “Good job, everyone!” he shouted to the office.


Jason stopped for breakfast in the complex cafeteria, then headed for the office.  Chirk and Brall were already there, sitting at their stations and hard at work, and he stopped at Chirk’s desk and leaned on it with his hands.  “Alright, hit me,” he said without preamble.


“Your schedule today is light, Revered Hive-leader,” her translator intoned.  “Routine paperwork and three appointments.  Trenirk Bruun of resources in fifty-two minutes, the daily meeting of the Confederate Council at twelve twenty-three, and the weekly meeting of the cabinet at fifteen thirty.”

“Oh yeah, I need to talk to Trenirk, guess he beat me to the punch and made an appointment,” Jason chuckled.  “Alright, sounds good.  Paperwork?”


“Nothing out of the ordinary or requiring your immediate attention, Revered Hive-leader.”

“Good.  Oh, that reminds me.  Schedule a call for me at, umm,” he said, accessing his gestalt, “thirteen forty.”


“Contacted party?”


“Rillen Shaddale, Jyslin’s father.  His contact numbers are in the database.  And do not tell Jyslin about this.”


“I will set up the appointment,” she affirmed.


Jason moved over to Brall’s desk.  “Whatcha got, Brall?”


“Just the usual, your Grace,” he replied, bringing up a holo.  “I’m following up on the administration rule changes for residential infrastructure service calls, and the broadcast department finalized the programming lineup changes on planetary vidlink services.  They’re adding nearly five hundred new channels, mainly from outside empires.  Since we have other races in the house now, broadcast incorporated some of their entertainment transmissions into the vidlink lineup.  Half of the new channels are feeds from Alliance entertainment broadcasts, and the rest are Shio, Colonial, Jobodi and Skaa.  Oh, except for five.  We’re bringing two Verutan channels and three Zyagyan channels in as well.  The Zyagyan farming colony on Exile specifically requested those three channels.”

“Glad we could get them for them,” Jason nodded.  “No doubt one of those channels is the grazkaur channel.”


Brall laughed.  “Indeed it is,” he replied.  “Violent, nasty sport, that is.”


“The Zyagya love it, and that’s all that really matters to them, since they play it,” Jason said.


“True, your Grace, true,” Brall chuckled.  “I have appointments today up in Kosigi and in various spots around Karsa, so get me on gravband if you need me after I leave in twenty minutes.”


He went back to his office and started tackling his inbox, but he was interrupted barely a half an hour into the most boring part of his job.  “Revered Hive-leader, you have a visitor.  Grand Duchess Yila Trefani is in the reception room.”

Jason chuckled.  Yila had stayed overnight in the guest house, had even kept Dara with her, and clearly hadn’t gone home yet.  She must be seriously hot for those contracts.  “Go ahead and send her in,” he replied over the intercom.


Yila came in when the door slid open, wearing something that was quite normal for the Faey but would get her arrested on Terra.  It was a wrap that went over her left shoulder and down her body diagonally, looping around her right waist, which left her right breast bare.  The garment had a left sleeve on it that reached her elbow, with the Trefani crest embroidered into the shoulder of the sleeve.  She had nothing on outside from that except a pair of knee-high boots, leaving her virtually nude.  But what she was wearing was quite acceptable in Faey society, where they considered the nude body to be something beautiful and worth displaying.  It wasn’t uncommon at all to see men and women walking around on a warm day in Dracora wearing nothing but shoes.  She wouldn’t walk around like that in Dracora, though, because of the two small jaingi tattoos that flanked her dark, trimmed pubic hair, which were considered fringe for a Grand Duchess.  But that was Yila, breaking the rules in her understated, subtle ways while appearing completely above board to the community at large, demonstrating her mafia don’s mentality.  She looked around almost as soon as she got into his office, taking in his decorations.  From a football and Michigan jersey hanging in a glass case on one wall, a replica of his jersey from his days as a college football player, to a Jobodi spirit spear, Jason had a wide variety of tirnkets, gifts, and knick-knacks arrayed about the office, but his office wasn’t all that big, nor was it richly furnished  He did have a small bedroom and living room attached to it, like a little apartment where he could relax a little without leaving work, but that was behind a door and solidly separated from his work space.  Not what I expected to see in your office.

And what were you expecting?


Something more…grand.


Then you don’t know me well at all, do you, Yila? he asked seriously as he finished up the form he was working on.  You’re early.  I haven’t talked to Trenirk yet.


He said he has an appointment with you this morning.   I was hoping it was done already.


Or that you could just happen to crash in during the middle of it, he sent acerbically.


Well…mmmmmaybe, she sent lightly, taking a seat in one of the two chairs facing his desk, then putting her booted feet up on the edge comfortably.  So, when will you have an answer for me?

My, we’re just moving right in, aren’t we? he sent with mild amusement as he read through the next form.  You don’t have that betrothal yet, woman.


I’m working on it, she admitted shamelessly.  Dara really likes Zach.  And I think he likes her too.  But, there is one thing I wanted to put past you before we get into other business.


What?


Well, given Dara wants to play professional bachi, I keep my ear to the ground when it comes to the various bachi leagues.  Well, I happened to find out that Frinia Foralle intends to sell the Velta Paladins.


The IBL team? he sent in surprise.


The very one.  Velta has two IBL teams, and the Paladins are a consistent basement dweller, so the price isn’t that outrageous.  And you know that if you want to be taken really seriously in the Siann, your house has to own an IBL team.  It’s a matter of prestige.


I’m not all that worried about prestige, Yila.


Well, I am.  I could afford to buy the Paladins on my own, but I thought you might consider going into a partnership.


You already own an IBL team, Yila.  Aren’t the Tamiri Tigers yours?  And doesn’t that mean you can’t own a second?

Of course, which is why I’m here talking to you.  Here’s the deal, Jayce.  We go in fifty-one forty-nine on the Paladins, and you are the majority partner.  I’m allowed to be minority owner in a second team.  The Paladins move to Karis, you pick the people to manage the team.  We split away game and merchandising profits fifty-fifty, and home game arena and broadcast profits eighty-twenty in your favor.  After all, you’re doing most of the work.

You want me to move an IBL team here?  To Karis? he protested.  What part of complete isolation and security do you not understand, Yila?


Jayce, you could fill the stadium just with your own people, and you already have an IBL-quality stadium in that games arena you built in Karsa that hosts the Karis Planetary Bachi league’s team, the Karsa Knights. How many does it seat, a hundred fifty thousand?  Two hundred thousand?  That’s easily an IBL-level arena.  The Knights and the IBL team can share the arena, quite a few arenas host both IBL and planetary league teams at the same time.  Hell, my arena in Tamirin hosts three bachi league teams, and they don’t have any problems.   The only people that would be coming here would be visiting team.  You could even make agreements with the IBC that only local broadcast crews manage the Paladin home games, and IBC gets the exclusive on their feed off-planet.  It’s win-win, babes.  Karis gets an IBL team, your people get to see IBL-quality bachi live, you get the prestige of being the face of IBL ownership and a seat at the owner’s council.  The only people your Kimdori will have to inspect are the visiting teams’ players and support staff, which you can arrange well before the game itself.  Oh, and both of us make money, she winked.  You said yourself that there’s not as much reason to keep Karis so secret now, babes.  You can keep your security and still bring an IBL team to Karis, and make your Faey house members seriously happy.


You’re serious about this, he accused.


I’m completely serious, she replied, taking her feet off his desk and leaning her elbows on it, getting her face closer to his.  I found out that Frinia’s asking price will be a hundred fifty-three billion credits. That’s a price both of us can easily afford if we split the cost.  If we jump on it, we can lock it down before she goes public.  If it turns into a bidding war, it could go as high as five hundred billion, but Frinia doesn’t want to do that to the team.  They have enough problems with their twenty-three season losing record without having to worry about ownership issues on top of it, then the pressure of having to earn that half trillion back for whoever wins the bidding war.  It’s odd, but Frinia cares about the team.  The only reason she’s selling it is she’s not been well, and she doesn’t want to give it to her daughter, who’d be a terrible owner.  Like I said, she cares about her team.

Well, that explains why you’re wearing that outfit, or lack of one, he accused.  Eye candy to butter me up.

She laughed.  I usually wear even less around my home estate outside Tamirin, she winked.  Besides, you’re pretty sexy, and a girl doesn’t mind showing off a bit for a sexy guy.

And you didn’t wear that outfit for any other reason, eh?


She just smiled naughtily.


You are such a bitch.


I know, she purred in reply.  In fact, I already mentioned the idea to Jyslin and Rann over breakfast, she added lightly.


You didn’t! he sent with an audible gasp.  If Jyslin found out they could buy an IBL team, she would hound him mercilessly to get him to agree to it.  Very few little girls in the Imperium grew up without dreaming of being involved in the IBL in some manner, though usually as a player.  If a little girl couldn’t be a player, then owning an IBL team was the next best thing.

I didn’t get where I am by being stupid, silly boy, she sent smugly.  I know how to go over someone’s head, and I know who really holds the whip in your house.


Damn you, woman, I’m gonna murder you!


Whine all you want, cause I’m gonna get my way in the end, she sent with an audible chuckle.  I always do.

You drop that bomb on me, and expect me not to throw you off the planet? he retorted.


As long as I leave with what I want, she sent teasingly, leaning back in her chair, putting her hands behind her head, her feet back on his desk, and grinning at him victoriously.  Besides, I’ll be back as soon as Kumi needs to talk to me.  We never discuss business any way but face to face.  It’s prudent business sense for women that do what we do.


I can’t believe you, he accused, but in reality, it just showed how smart and how dangerous Yila Trefani really was.  He pointed imperiously at his door.  Out, you treacherous bitch!

She laughed brightly.  Alright.  I’ll be back after you have your meeting with Trenirk and discuss the metal sales.  And you should expect a call from Jyslin anytime now.


“Out!” he barked, which made her explode in laughter.  She got up, blew him a kiss, then sauntered her naked, sexy butt out of his office like she owned it.


Give her twenty years, and she might own it.


After fuming a bit over her power play, he did sit there and consider the idea from a more objective point of view.  He didn’t give a care for being on the IBL council or any of that prestige shit, but from a pure morale perspective, having an IBL team on Karis would be a good thing.  The team could pay for itself just from ticket sales and merchandising, and Miaari could probably manage the security for their own players and for visiting teams, their players and staff.  And 153 billion was actually a major bargain for an IBL team.  Yila was right that either of them could afford to buy it themselves.

He considered it seriously enough to call Miaari into his office immediately after his meeting with Trenirk, where they arranged to get the full metal quotas that Kumi was asking for to trade without messing up their other schedules, as well as wrangled more factory space for 3D orders.  Miaari padded in just as Trenirk left and sat in front of his desk.  “What did you need, Jason?” she asked.


He leaned over his desk and offered his hand.  She leaned forward and took it, and he felt that sense of expansion that came when a Kimdori accessed his nervous system using their uncanny ability.  Instead of spending ten minutes explaining, he related everything in less than a second, and far better than he could have explained it.

“Hmm, it does have potential,” she said clinically.  “The security for such a venture wouldn’t be that much more burdensome given how many outsiders are already on planet.  I agree that we should permit no travelers to attend the games, make it home planet only, however.  I can manage a couple dozen opposing team members in Karsa, but not several dozen thousand drunken fans.  That is too many to safely manage.”


“And the inevitable attempts by other organizations to try to get spies in through IBL teams?”


“I can manage that,” she answered.


“I can’t believe I’m seriously considering this,” Jason snorted.


“It is a good idea, cousin,” she answered.  “It is good for the people of Karis to have their own IBL team, and the venture will easily pay for itself. And since we can buy it outright, well, I see no reason to involve Yila in the matter,” she said with a wolfish smile.


Jason burst out laughing.  “If we backstabbed her like that, she’d declare war on us, Miaari,” he warned.  “Besides, us co-owning an IBL team gives me a hold on her.  And I get the feeling that I’m gonna need a bunch of them.”

“She is a dangerous woman.  Affable and charming, but dangerous,” Miaari chuckled.  “I’ll put a hand on her and take measure of her true intentions over the idea, then get back to you.”


“Do that, she should be hovering somewhere near the office waiting for my answer on the trade deal.  But she thinks Kimdori are creepy, so you might want to change.”


She nodded.  “Look away if it bothers you, friend,” she winked.


“I’ve seen it before.”


He only glanced a couple of times as Miaari undertook the rather gruesome process of shapeshifting, but he couldn’t deny that it was damn effective.  Miaari was replaced by a rather cute Faey male staffer that usually worked evenings wearing a standard Dukal office worker uniform.  But Yila wouldn’t know that he didn’t usually work days, and she certainly wouldn’t think twice if Miaari touched her under the guise of a Faey male, since males were very tactile.  “I’ll tell her you’re ready to see her now,” she said in a mellow voice much different from her usual one.


“Go sic her,” Jason chuckled.  “Band me your answer while she’s on the way.”


“Will do, friend Jason,” she said as she opened the door of his office.


“By the way, you look creepy as a male,” he called.


“Trust me, it’s much creepier for me.  This feels all wrong,” she answered as she pointed down, which made him laugh.


A few moments later, while Jason was tracking down Kumi to get her to come to his office, Miaari sent him a message using her memory band, which would allow her to do it without speaking.  [She has no ulterior motives outside of getting another grip on you, trying to insinuate herself more and more into the house,] Miaari reported, her band using the biogenic network.  [And she made a rather bold pass at me.]


[Why am I not surprised,] Jason chuckled.  [So, that’s why she’s after Zach?]


[Partially.  In reality, half the reason she is so intent on Dara marrying Zach is that she has something of a crush on him.]


[Yila has a crush on my five year old son?] Jason gasped.


[Not sexually,] Miaari answered.  [His looks remind her of one of her earliest lovers, for whom she still has fond feelings.  So she is quite inclined towards him.]


[Ohhh, okay, that’s not so bad,] Jason replied.  In the no-holds-barred realm of Siann politics, well, that was something that Jason could use if it came down to it.


Yila sauntered back in and took a seat, and Kumi rushed in seconds later, carrying a handpanel.  You wanted to see me, babes? she asked.

Take a seat, he replied.  Miaari came in behind them, back in her normal form; she hadn’t had to change mass to shift into the Faey form.  “Alright, first order of business.  Trenirk has the space to handle the increase in tungsten and titanium production, and he’ll have those quotas you asked for on the schedule you asked for,” he said aloud as both Kumi and Yila looked at Miaari as she walked in a stately manner around Jason’s desk, then sat on the edge of it.  Both of them had the sense not to object to her being there.  “Now, that second order of business,” he said, looking at Miaari.  “I talked it over with Miaari, and she assures me she can handle the security.”


“Easily,” she nodded.


“And despite a certain someone’s attempts to go over my head,” he said, looking at a completely unrepentant Yila, “I’m not too dumb to see the advantages in it.  As long as Miaari assures me she can keep house security, then I’m inclined towards the idea.”


“What idea?” Kumi asked as Yila all but fist pumped.


“We’re buying the Velta Paladins,” Yila stated victoriously.


“Demir’s holy dick, you’re serious?” Kumi gasped.  “I didn’t know an IBL team was for sale!”


“It’s not common knowledge yet,” Yila replied.  “I keep that vast network of information gatherers for a reason, Kumi.”

“We and House Trefani are going to enter into a joint venture on it,” Jason told Kumi.  “But those terms aren’t acceptable, Yila.  If our house is the controlling interest, we’re gonna control it.  We’ll let you in for a thirty percent stake.”


“Bull shit!” she barked, jumping to her feet and glaring down at him.  “You wouldn’t even know about this if not for me!”


“If I’m taking all the risk, I’m getting the lion’s share of the rewards,” Jason said, unmoved.


What ensued was nearly four hours of intense haggling.  Kumi and Miaari found themselves spectators as the two most headstrong house leaders in the Siann butted heads like two rams fighting over a flock of ewes.  Yila was highly cultured and civilized, but when it came to money, the dark mafia overlord part of her personality boiled out of her like cancerous ooze.  Every time Jason boxed her into a corner and forced her into a concession, she made veiled threats about costing Jason his profits in throwing her control of so many parts of Imperium commerce at him, threatening to hamstring him.  Jason countered that by causing a Friendly Puppy to float off its shelf and into his hands, and he set it on the desk as a constant visual reminder that Jason Karinne was not afraid of Yila Trefani.  Kumi actually learned a few things about bargaining watching two masters of the craft go at it in a veritable fight to the death over ownership percentages and profit sharing.


In the end, neither of them was entirely happy, and Jason was actually running late for his Confederate Council meeting.  They had agreed to a 58/42 split in ownership in favor of Karinne, with away games and away game broadcasting split 52/48 in favor of Trefani, merchandising split evenly between the houses, and home game profits split 77/23 in favor of Karinne.  Yila had minority voice when it came to team operations, able to make suggestions, but Jason had control over all team decisions…which he intended to delegate out to experts anyway.  Jason knew almost nothing about professional bachi, but he could find people who did.  In his opinion, the meddling of house rulers in bachi operations was why some teams did so poorly.  Jason was no Jerry Jones.

The one thing Yila didn’t like in the contract, but she couldn’t get Jason to back down from, was a buyout clause.  After 20 years, House Karinne could buy out House Trefani’s interest in the team for C100 billion plus a percentage based on one year of average profits from broadcast and merchandising.  Further, there was a penalty clause in the contract that would allow Jason to buy out Yila’s interest in the club if House Trefani used its position or its own IBL team to hamper, hinder, or otherwise devalue the Paladins in any manner.  They were allowed to bid for the same players competitively, but if Yila used her knowledge of the Paladin organization as an advantage for her own team, then she was busted and had to sell her interest in the Paladins to Jason for what she paid for the minor interest, as well as every credit of profit the team had earned them.  After a dozen years or so, that would be such a staggering amount that Yila would wet herself at even thinking of trying something like that, cheating for her Tamiri Tigers team at the expense of the Paladins.

“Kumi, you build the buyout offer.  Expect to have to go up to as far as three hundred billion credits.”


“I have that in the bank,” Kumi snorted.  “Tell Frinia we can do a credit transfer on the spot.”


Yila gave Kumi a slightly surprised look.


“I’ll talk to the legal team about the buyout and make contact with Frinia Foralle after my council meeting, which I’m late for I might add,” he said, giving Yila an accusing look.


“Well, this was more important anyway,” she said airily.  “After all, this involves profit.”


Jason had to sigh, which made Kumi laugh and Miaari smile.  “So both of you, out,” he ordered.  “We’ll talk about this more later.”


Kumi and Yila hurried out, heads together and sending privately, and Jason gave Miaari an annoyed look that made her laugh richly.  “Children will be children, Jason.”


“I see why you like Kumi so much.  After ten thousand years, you need someone silly around to make you feel young.”


Miaari swatted him behind the head, which made him laugh.  “Let me get this meeting over,” he said.  “You can do me a favor and start building a security plan for dealing with us delving into the realm of sports.”


“I’ll have the initial outline on your desk in three hours,” she replied, standing up.


“Chirk,” he said, into the intercom, “I need to talk to Mayor Dela of Karsa.  Have her come here, we need to talk face to face.”


“Yes, Revered Hive-leader.  At what time shall I appoint her?”

“As soon as she can get here,” he replied.  The city of Karsa owned the arena, and by extension Jason himself as the Grand Duke, which put control of it in Dela’s realm.  Jason didn’t have an interior department, he instead split up the planet and put it under control of its regional governors and mayors, with oversight from the Land Use Division, which was an office that answered directly to Jason rather than a department secretary.  In effect, Jason was his Secretary of Interior.  Public use buildings were administered by the elected executive in control where that building was.  Dela was the elected mayor of Karsa, so that meant that her office had operational control over the arena.  “If I’m still in conference, just make her wait til I’m ready.”

“Yes, Revered Hive-leader.”

“See you for dinner?” Miaari asked.


“Only if you’re coming over.”


“I am now,” she smiled.  “Until later, cousin.”

Jason secured the office and got the council on holograms in front of him, and he popped on just in time to listen to Dahnai and Assaba squabble over something…probably something of little or no importance.  He cut them off by speaking over them.  “Sorry I’m late, I just got in some information,” he lied artfully, bringing up a holo of the aftermath of the attack on PR-106.  “We executed our first major attack in the PR sector, and it was a success.  We destroyed the main body and one arc section of the quantum phase device the Consortium is building and did collateral damage to twenty-nine Consortium ships and a control station.”

“How much damage is that in relative terms?” Sk’Vrae asked.


“It’s set them back nearly two months,” he replied.  “We’re preparing to make two more attacks, at PR-75 and PR-112, with automated weaponry, but the Karinne fleet stationed in the PR sector is going to begin its first probing action of the nebula holding the Consortium’s main command center,” he explained.  “It will be very hard to get in there to get at that station, but we’re going to keep them honest by making them devote defensive resources at the nebula against our ships.  Every ship we can pin down is a ship we don’t have to worry about popping up somewhere else, especially since their ships can’t jump while they’re in that nebula.  The nebula’s mass and gravity field make it impossible.  Consortium hyperspace engines are much less tolerant of gravity fields than standard engines,” he explained.  “That’s why they drop out of hyperspace so far from planets when they attack.  It’s the closest they can get.  What we’re trying to do is effectively blockade them inside their fortress, lay siege to it to use a term, which I think we can do.  As soon as we start poking around their nebula, they’ll bring in more ships to reinforce it.”


“Well, that’s some progress, at least,” Dahnai said.  “It buys us more time to come up with some way to dig them out of Trieste without them killing off the civilians.”

“We’re working on that,” Jason said.  “We can discuss it in detail when you come to Karis for the conference.”


“I expect quite a few briefings on what the Karinnes are up to that you won’t discuss over crypto, your Grace,” Vizzie said calmly, but her eyes were hard.  Vizzie was smarter than she looked.


“It will take at least two full days,” Jason said dryly, which made the Leader of the Zyagya grin.  He literally never spoke at these conferences, and didn’t even attend half of them.  He usually had an ambassador listening, who didn’t speak either.


“Then this conference is overdue.  And alert your Secretary of State and Cybi that I have solved a part of your hotel space problem,” Assaba declared.  “I will be arriving in my personal yacht, which be will used as my residence and to house my staff while attending the conference.  It will only need water at least sixty-two Skaa dragtha deep.  It is capable of water landings.”


“Our harbor in Karsa is deep enough, your Imperial Majesty.  I’ll alert Secretary Yuri of your intentions.”


“Then you can take the suite intended for me and assign it to another of our worthy associates.”


Jason daydreamed his way through the rest of the conference, which only lasted about ten minutes, but Dahnai contacted him almost immediately.  Her face appeared on a hologram just on the far side of his desk.  “What is it, hon?” Jason asked as he finished jotting down a few notes.


“We’re gonna talk about PR-371,” she stated.


“What about it?”


“I think you may have forgotten, baby, but you can’t just claim that planet,” she told him.  “You are a house of the Imperium, Jason, no matter how independent you are.  You jumped to that planet while under Imperial authority under the rules of war, that means it becomes Imperium property.”


“I can make the most basic claim on it, Dahnai.  I can get there.  No other house can,” he replied.  “Now, if you want to arrange shared food profits, that’s fine with me.  The entire reason I’m claiming the planet is because it’s arable, and the Imperium needs more food-producing planets.  But I’m not just giving it to you.”


“I think you need to remember that I’m your Empress, Jason,” she said with a dark look.


“And what will you do with it, Dahnai?  Auction it off to the highest bidder, who’s going to just turn around and use it as a way to gain more power, like what was done to my planet?  Not just no, but hell no.  I’m willing to enter into a contract that states that every house in the Siann receives an equal share of all food produced at cost plus one percent to cover maintenance expenses and run the planet as a non-profit, but I’m not going to disrupt the balance of power in the Siann, which happens to keep that sexy ass of yours in your chair.”


“I don’t want it for the Siann.  I want it.  House Merrane wants it,” she retorted.  “Why do you think I made you give me passage rights through Exile, Jason?  House Merrane is in a weakened position, and we need some additional house assets and the profits they bring, or what happened with Terra and Trillane’s gonna happen again the instant one of the Highborns think House Karinne won’t interfere.  Sure, I’m safe enough on my chair, but how safe will Sirri be?” she asked pointedly.  “The fact that you’re my amu scares religion into all the Highborns, but I have to look at the long-term health of the house, and the Imperium.  You and me won’t be on these chairs forever, Jason.  If I want Merrane to hold the throne after we’re gone, and keep stability in the Imperium, I have to start acting now.”

He’d thought the same thing himself a few times, but mainly from his point of view, protecting the house against the Imperium when he was gone and some granddaughter of Dahnai’s was on the throne.  It seemed that Dahnai was thinking the same way, and in that respect, she did have a point.  He sighed and leaned back in his chair.  “You can’t have PR-371,” he stated bluntly.  “I have plans for it.  But,” he said, splitting the screen and causing a tan planet to appear.  “This is QMC-202-3, planet three in a seven planet system.  It was charted by Karinne scouts just before the Third Civil War.  It’s 214 light years from Karis.  I’ve had hyperspace probes and some research ships conduct exploration of the system since we found it.  It’s almost exactly like Exile in that it’s a life-sustaining planet in a region that seems completely devoid of spacefaring races.  Gravity, pressure, temperature, and atmospheric gases are all within Faey tolerance.  This planet has a desert climate with heavy deposits of several ores that make up Neutronium, and can be terraformed to become arable, it just lacks water.  But,” he stressed.  “This system also has an arable terrestrial planet, QMC-202-2, which has a pre-industrial society on it that have just started employing steam engine technology.  I wasn’t going to show you this because I didn’t want a repeat of what happened on Terra, but you do have a point.  So, here’s the deal, Dahnai.  We’ll help Merrane get to QMC-202 and allow House Merrane to claim the other six planets, all their moons, and the asteroids and comets. You can have every other asset in the system, but you do not make contact with planet two.  You leave them alone.  They are off limits.”

“Why?  We’ve incorporated primitive cultures into the Imperium before.  Aren’t you trying to bring the Gruug into Karinne?”


“No I’m not,” he said intensely.  “I’m sharing the planet Exile with the Gruug.  They’re not part of the house, and there’s no contact between us and them.  And the simple fact of the matter is, Dahnai, I can’t trust you to be as generous with this indigenous race.  I respect the Gruug’s right to live on Exile as an independent entity, but I know you won’t do the same for this race, so I’m going to remove that temptation from you.  That’s my deal.  You can take it or you can leave it.”


“The point of finding planets is to add their assets to both the house and the Imperium, Jason,” she said patiently.  “The Goraga and the Menoda and the Parri had no problems coming into the Imperium, and the Kizzik and Makati weren’t far behind us technologically when they were added.”


“You conquered the Kizzik and the Makati.  The other races didn’t put up a fight.  It’s just been so long since then that the modern Kizzik and Makati don’t mind all that much.  They’re Imperial now.”

“So?  Incorporated is incorporated, Jason.  The modern Imperium wouldn’t be what it is without the Kizzik and the Makati.  We need them as much as they need us.”


“You’re missing the point, Dahnai.  The point is, this race should have a choice, not you rolling in there with a couple of divisions of Imperial Marines.  I saw my own race get subjugated by the Faey.  I’m not going to be a party to seeing that done to another race.”


“Then how about a compromise,” she said, leaning her chin on her hand.  “We make contact with this race and give them that choice.  We’ll invite them into the Imperium.  If they say yes, then they’re the eighth race of the Imperium and subjects of House Merrane.  If they don’t, we offer to keep communications lines open, and I won’t claim that planet until they do join us willingly.  Which I think would just be a matter of time,” she said confidently.  “Why would they want to hoe their fields with hand tools when we can make them a hundred times more efficient, bring them technology to make their lives easier, and open the entire galaxy to them?”


“It’s not quite that easy, Dahnai.  Like most pre-starfaring races, they’re not unified.  They exist in a series of national entities, much like Terra, and they’re not very cooperative with one another.   That means that not all of them are going to be in agreement.  So, until such time that the planet is unified under a single government, they are hands off,” he said sternly.  “You can have every other planet in the system, their moons, every asteroid, but you do not touch planet two or its moons.  In return, we’ll interdict the system and provide towing and transportation in and out until you can arrange a Stargate.”

She looked at him, tousling her beautiful bronze hair.  “Fair enough,” she finally said.

“I’ll have your word on this, Dahnai,” he said seriously.


“Alright, you have my word, Jason.  We can set up some short-term hydroponics until our water replicators get enough water into the atmosphere to start the organic infusion terraforming process.”  Faey water replicators were terraforming equipment that didn’t actually replicate water, they instead replicated hydrogen and oxygen and combined it chemically into water, then released it as a vapor.  It was a basic piece of heavy equipment they used in terraforming operations, transforming desert planets into Earth-like planets by creating water and infusing organic particulates into the desert floor.  This process turned a barren desert planet that was potentially life-sustaining into the rarest of all planets, a blue and green jewel that was an oasis of life in a barren universe.  A standard water replicator was about the size of the Superdome in New Orleans, and House Merrane would deploy about 100 of them in key locations around the planet based on its weather patterns to spread water vapor as quickly as possible.  “Is there any life on that planet?”

“Some, desert flora and fauna,” he replied.  “No sentient life.”

“Anything dangerous?”


“Nothing outrageously dangerous, but do take perimeter fences and shields if you set up any equipment in the equatorial belt.  That’s where the biggest animals are, and like any desert environment, they’re fairly nasty.”


“Send me the sensor logs and field reports on the system so we know what we’re getting into,” she said.  “But, I do want to make at least diplomatic contact with planet two,” she stated.  “If they’re up to steam engines, no doubt they have telescopes that will notice activity.  Diplomatic,” she said before he could reply, holding up a hand.  “We just call them and say who we are, that the universe is far bigger than they knew it was, and by the way, we’re going to move onto planet three and do some farming and mining since it’s uninhabited.”

Jason pondered that.  “Alright, I’ll give you that.  We make peaceful contact.  And I’ll even go so far as to allow you to trade period-quality goods for food with them.  No technology.  Just goods.”


“That was more than I was asking for, but I’ll take it,” she nodded.  “We can get samples of their indigenous food plants and see if they’re worth producing on our own farm planets.”


He looked to the side, and tapped out a contact number on his console, calling New Karsa on Exile.  Meya’s face appeared on the side, and Myra crowded in beside her.  “Hey baby, what’s up?”


“Pack up the Scimitar, girls, you’re being sent out.  QMC-202,” he told them.


“Alright!  We’ve got everything all running smooth here, Jayce, it’s about time we got something new to do,” Myra grinned.


“You won’t be alone.  I’ve given Empress Dahnai authorization to claim every planet in the system except for planet two, and she’ll be organizing a deployment to colonize planet three.  Go ahead and jump out now on the scout ship and do the initial landing and perimeter setup over the largest mineral deposits, and miners and terraformers from House Merrane will get there as soon as the Empress can arrange it.”


“You’re being awful formal, Jayce.  I take it her Majesty is listening?” Meya asked lightly.


“Yes,” Dahnai called over the comm, which made both of them laugh.


“Yeah, we know who owns you, Jayce,” Myra winked.


“Unless you want to make another adventure special, get your asses moving, you two,” he threatened, which made them grin.  “Full escort, girls.”

“We have all the ships here and ready, we were just waiting for you to let us out,” Meya assured him.  “Can we go on with the full scout deployment, or stay at QMC-202?”


“Stay at QMC-202 at least until Merrane has everything under control, then go ahead and check out QMD-239.  But you have six days only,” he stressed.  “I want you back at New Karsa in six days no matter what.  I’m going to need you two for something else.”


“You got it, Jason,” Meya nodded, then they winked off.


“There, everything’s set up, love,” Jason told her.  “Get your people on the move, and we’ll be waiting for you at Exile.”


“I’ll get a schedule to Myri as soon as I can,” she nodded.  “So, you don’t have every ship over on the far side of the galaxy,” she winked.


“I have three ships outfitted for exploration and escorting the Scimitar, a cruiser and two destroyers, and we re-refitted the Scimitar back to its original mission as a science vessel.  After all, that’s what it was built for.  That’s what’s sitting out at Exile right now,” he answered.  “The escort cruiser also carries a specially designed interdictor around with it, so they’re safe no matter where they go.”


“Clever.”


“I don’t leave my people’s asses hanging out in the wind, love,” Jason replied simply.


“Alright, let me get on this, get my people moving,” Dahnai said, then she blew him a kiss.  “I can’t wait to see you, Jason.  Make sure Jyslin understands that she’s kicked out of the bedroom when I get there,” she winked.


“You are just so predictable.”


“I don’t get to wrap my legs around you half as often as I want to, baby,” she said huskily, giving him a smile.


“Dahnai, sleeping with me isn’t going to make me change my mind about QMC-202,” he said with amusement, putting his chin in his hand and regarding her.


“Never underestimate the power of the Imperial pussy, baby,” she purred, then her image vanished in mid-wink.


Jason just had to chuckle.  Dahnai was never going to change.


Dela was waiting in his office for him, so he knocked that bit of business out.  She almost fell out of her chair in excitement when he told her about their plans, the elderly Faey woman showing more animation than he’d ever seen out of her…which justified the idea in his mind almost immediately.  If Dela was that happy about them trying to get an IBL team, then most of the Faey on planet would be as well.  And Jason would go to extremes for his people. Kumi ran in as they were discussing the arena sharing time between the IBL and the KPL teams, carrying a handpanel and waving it around.  “I got it!” she cried.  “Yila forwarded a credit line for her portion!  I can pay cash for it, babes!  You talk to her yet?”

“Not yet, so go back to your office and calm down,” he told her, which made Dela laugh.  “Such a spazz,” Jason sighed as Kumi ran out of the office.


I heard that! Kumi warned.


I meant you to, he shot back, which made Dela burst out laughing.


It took nearly three hours to get to the point where he was ready to talk to Frinia, because he spent most of that time with the legal team.  The sale of an IBL team was serious fucking business, so he needed a great deal of expert advice and opinion on possible conditions of the sale.  Frinia could demand all kinds of things in return for selling the team, and his team briefed him on quite a few different scenarios.  So, when he had Chirk track down the contact number for Grand Duchess Frinia Foralle, Jason felt he was entirely ready for the conversation.


Frinia was a very curious Grand Duchess.  She was the head of one of the smallest minor houses in the Siann and almost never came to court, yet she owned an IBL team, which was a status symbol among the houses.  House Foralle was quiet and went about its business and didn’t bother anyone, yet Frinia was very good friends with Emae Shovalle, one of the most powerful Grand Duchesses in the Siann.  Frinia was a very hard woman to know, and in all the time he’d been part of the Siann, he’d met her all of three times.  The only reason Frinia had an IBL team was that she managed to win a lottery when the IBL expanded to 64 teams back in 4336, and probably sold her soul to the Faey religion’s devils, the gara uka, the Fallen Ones, to pull off that miracle. 

But, she was friendly enough.  It took him all of ten minutes to get her face on a hologram in front of him, and most of that time was giving her time to get out of the bathtub to come talk to him.  She was an elderly woman even as the Faey reckoned things, but like most Faey, her age didn’t touch her face very much.  She was very thin, almost gaunt, with pronounced cheekbones and a sharp chin, and her white hair had liberal streaks of blue through it, and had turned coarse over the years, which was another indication of her advanced age.  “Well, Grand Duke Karinne, I’m quite curious why you would be calling,” she said, tugging on her bathrobe a little.


“Just a little business, Frinia,” he replied calmly, leaning on his elbow.  “As you know, I have something of a passing friendship with Yila Trefani.”


“That young pirate, she’s quite a force,” Frinia chuckled.


“Well, she heard it through her channels that you’re expressing interest in selling the Paladins,” he continued.  “Don’t ask me how she knows, I didn’t ask her.  But that bit of information has a great deal of importance to me,” he said evenly, which was a polite way for a man to say I want something from a woman.  He always had to mind his Faey manners as a man when dealing with the Grand Duchesses that didn’t know him very well.  Men were very indirect when dealing with women.  They never directly said no, I want, or you’re wrong to a woman.  A man had to be discreet, using formulaic expressions that conveyed those intentions both politely and indirectly.

“Why am I not surprised,” the old woman cackled.


“Why are you considering selling, Frinia?  That’s not something that a house usually does.”


“It’s part being a petty bitch and part doing what’s best for the Paladins,” she replied honestly.  “My daughter is already measuring the curtains in my throne room at our hone estate,” she noted dryly.  “She can smell the crown, Jason, and it’s making her both bold and embarrassing.  And she’d be a terrible team owner,” she added.  “She doesn’t have the temperament or the experience to handle it.  Running our house isn’t that hard.  We only have one planet in the Velta system, one planet in the Imbria system, and a mining colony on a moon over in the Tamiri system.”


“Which is how Yila got wind of it,” Jason reasoned.


“Probably,” she smiled.  “Running this house is easier than owning an IBL team.  She’ll be an absolute disaster at it, and my poor Paladins have enough problems.  I can’t compete with the Highborns and all their money over prime talent free agents, and my poor GM and coaches do the best they can with what talent I can afford.  The simple fact of the matter is, Jason, I want to see my team be what it used to be before they removed the luxury tax and salary caps.  I want to see them win, and they won’t do that if my daughter’s running the team.  So yes, I’m considering selling the team.  I take it you’re interested?”


“I can pay you a hundred and fifty billion, in cash, right now,” he declared.


“Well, it’s not that easy, Jason,” she smiled.  “Just proving you can afford my Paladins doesn’t mean you can support my Paladins.  Where are they going to play?  Do you have suitable facilities?  An office complex for the front office?  Who’s going to manage the franchise?”


“Well, why don’t you come to Karis and take a look for yourself, Grand Duchess Foralle,” he offered.  “I can show you.”


“Then you make the arrangements, and I’ll be there as soon as I get dressed,” she declared, tugging on the lapel of her Terran terrycloth bathrobe, one of the many exports from Terra to the Imperium.


“Alright.  You’ll be cleared all the way through to Karis.  Just hail the Karinne ships orbiting Draconis, and they’ll escort your ship here.”


“Then I’ll be there within two hours,” she said immediately.


After that, he got the last bit of business out of the way, tracking down Jyslin’s parents before the scheduled call he’d put in his itinerary, knocking it out early while he had time and before he got involved with Frinia.  He got her father while he was at work, getting a holo of him sitting at a control console with a factory assembly line behind him, where robots were assembling goods.  “This is Rillen Shaddale—Jason!” he said with a smile.  “It’s good to see you, son!  What brings you by?”

“Trying to talk you into coming to Karis again, Rillen,” he replied with a smile.   “Just not permanently.”


“Jyslin’s birthday?” he asked, and Jason nodded with a smile.  “Done!  You’ll, ah, have to help out a little, though,” he coughed.  “I don’t think I can arrange time off that quickly.”


“I can pull a few strings,” he promised.  “I know the Grand Duchess Ynara Duralle fairly well.  She’ll do me a favor.”


“Then we’ll be there.”


“I’m trying for you and Vari as well as Ivin and his family,” he said.  “Think I’ll have problems with that?”


“With Vari, none, she has plenty of vacation time saved up,” he replied.  “I’m not so sure about Ivin and Yerae.  Ivin has midterms coming up, Yerae still has three months in her conscription, and you know how unforgiving they are in the Academy.”


“Rillen, I own the Academy,” he pointed out.  “If I say a student gets excused time off, he gets excused time off.”


Rillen laughed.  “Well, he’s terrified of losing his scholarship,” he grinned.


“Like that’s gonna happen, I gave him that scholarship,” Jason snorted.  “Who has Yerae’s conscription?  House Denalle?”

He nodded.  “We were subject to their house when Yerae started her conscription.”


“I’ll get her some leave, I’ll twist Aniliya’s arm,” Jason mused, making a note.  “I should just buy her conscription and move her here,” Jason mused.  “You know I hate you guys not being on Karis.”


“I signed a contract, Jason.  And I’m making something here,” he replied.  “I’m rather proud of my factory.  This place was a disaster when I took it over, and now it’s both productive and efficient.  And Grand Duchess Duralle might skin you if you poach me,” he added self-importantly, which made Jason laugh.  “When my contract is over, we’ll talk about it.  Vari won’t mind one way or the other, as long as she can find a job as a teacher.”


“On this planet, that’s no problem,” Jason assured him.  “But you’d save both of us a lot of gray hair and worry lines, not to mention save me about a hundred thousand credits a year,” he said dryly.


“What for?”


“You think I don’t have people near you protecting you, Rillen?” Jason asked bluntly.  “You are my stepfather, and if you didn’t notice, I’m in a slightly sensitive political position.  I have Kimdori in place around both your family and Ivin’s family.  They keep you safe, and it keeps my mind at ease.”

“I had no idea,” he murmured.


“You’re an important person now, Rillen, if only because of who your daughter married,” he said dryly.  “I’ve had protection in place around you for five years.  If you’ve never noticed, they’re doing their job,” he chuckled.  “But enough of stuff you can do nothing about,” he grinned.  “I’ll call you back in five or six standard hours, I sorta have a lot going on.  I’ll make some calls and get it organized.  And don’t tell Jyslin, this is supposed to be a surprise.”


“I won’t,” he smiled.  “I’ll still be at work in six standard hours, Jason.  It’s barely an hour into the workday here.”

“It’s a little past lunch here,” he replied.  Jerama had a 27.65 standard hour day, not too far off from the Imperium’s 30 hour day, and while the planet had its own day cycle, the Faey that lived on it still worked a 10 hour day, and worked an Imperium-allowed maximum of 70 hours in a takir, or 7 out of 10 days, 70 hours out of 300 hours in the “standard week.”  That was Imperial labor law, and every employer had to observe those rules and fit them into their planet, moon, or station’s local daily time rotation as best they could.  That was a standard through the Imperium, if the planet or moon had a 6 hour day or a 147 hour day, which one planet did have.  Its day was about 7 months of its year.


“Alright, I’ll be waiting on your call, Jason.”

“I’ll make sure Chirk reminds me to call before you leave, even if I don’t have everything set up.”


Jason disconnected the call, then stood up to go to 3D and see how things were going over there.  He still had quite a bit to do, but thankfully he had all day to get it done.
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Command Ship Aegis, Task Force Seven flagship, orbiting planet PR-371-2

She didn’t like this.


Admiral Palla Karinne moved through her ready room from her personal quarters to the bridge, passing by her collection hanging on the walls and sitting on shelves within without paying much mind to it.  Her pale pink eyes flinched slightly when she came out onto the bridge deck, which came to attention when the chime on her door called to signal her arrival on the bridge.  “Resume your posts,” she called as she stalked right over to the comm, where three officers with microphones attached to their interfaces for more clear transmissions sat.  “Are you sure it was decoded properly?” she asked, motioning at the handpanel.


“Yes, Captain,” her primary comm officer, Lieutenant Yari, answered.


She sighed.  “Get me Station Liberty.  Baroness Maggie MacCleod.”


Station Liberty was the station they’d towed through hyperspace for three days to get here.  It was part control center and part staging area, filled to the bulkheads with automated weaponry, and while it was the headquarters of all operations at PR-371, in reality the whole thing existed for two people.  Maggie MacCleod and Jake Wagner, two of the original members of the Legion, and representatives from the shadowy government entity known only as 3D.  Most had no idea what it was or what it did, but Palla was high enough in the chain to know the truth of it, and that made those two humans probably the most important things at PR-371.  Cunning and resourceful, the two Legion members were the ones who had real control of this theater.  That was why the orders that came across the galaxy confused her a little bit, and caused her to get some corroboration.  Maggie MacCleod’s face appeared on the main viewscreen as Palla took a seat in her chair.  She was cute even by Faey standards, short and petite, but with stormy blue eyes and flaming red hair.  “What’s up, Captain?” she asked in her unusual twangy accent, product of some place called Texas if she remembered right.

“We’ve received orders to jump to the nebula holding our enemy’s main command center and gather information, my Lady,” she replied.  “Given I believe those orders entail something you’ll do later, do you have any specific requests on what we look for?”


“Nothing really.  We have some long-range scans, but nothing solid.  If you can get a sensor dropship into the nebula and get us some internal readings, it might help.”


“That will be very dangerous.”


“I know, so I’ll leave the military stuff to the military, Captain.  Do what you think best.  No matter what you get, it’s gonna help.”


“Understood, Baroness.”


“Good luck,” she nodded, then her image faded.


Palla frowned and crossed her legs demurely, which wasn’t that hard in Crusader armor due to its fit, and pondered the situation.  She rapped on the arm of her command chair a moment, then glanced to her left.  “Comm, get me Captain Marayi Karinnne aboard the Dreamer.”


“At once, sir.”


“Marayi’s handsome face appeared on the main screen, sitting at her desk in her ready room.  “Admiral, what can I do for you?”


“We have orders to initiate a probing action against the nebula holding the enemy command station,” she revealed.  “To gather intelligence and survey its defenses and capabilities.  I want to send a sensor dropship into the nebula, and it’s going to need fighter escort.  Given the dangerous nature of that kind of a mission, I need the best fighter squadron in the KMS, Marayi.”


“The 76th is on standby and awaiting orders, Captain,” Marayi said proudly.  Nobody needed to say who the best fighter squadron in the KMS was.  Everyone already knew.


“I want you to carry out the initial probing action, Marayi,” Palla ordered.  “I’m assigning Squadron B to your command for this operation.  Jump in, scan as best you can, and try to ascertain their defenses while the sensor dropship enters the nebula and tries to get more refined scans of its interior and whatever surprises it holds.  Find a sensor dropship and the best pilot you can stick in its chair and prepare the ships under your flag to jump to the nebula, Captain.”


“Understood, Captain,” Marayi said with a nod.  “When do we begin?”


“As soon as you’re ready.  Orders will be sent down as soon as we get off the comm.”


“Then we’ll be jumping out in thirty minutes,” she replied, standing up and picking up her helmet.


“Trelle be with you, Captain.  Be careful.”


“Always am, sir,” she replied, then Palla cut the connection.


“Aegis out.”  Palla leaned back in her chair, rapping her fingers on the arm, then she hit the intercom button on her chair, one of her hardline connections.  “Commander Grevkik.”


“Aye, sir?” her Makati engineering officer said.


“Our enemies are hiding their base inside a nebula.  What do you think can you do about that?”


The Makati chuckled.  “Oh, there are ways to get around those problems, and a couple that will turn the nebula against the Consortium,” he replied.


“I want you to sit down with your engineering team and flesh out all those ideas in a report, which you’ll place on my desk as soon as possible.”


“Give us two hours, sir.  Me and Grzz’kik have been discussing this a little, since we figured we’d be going in there eventually.  We already have a few ideas.”


“I’ll be waiting to hear them.”


“Aye, sir.  Two hours.”


“Very good, Commander.  Bridge out.”  Palla stood back up.  “Send down the orders from Karis command to Squadron B and give them permission to deploy for the mission.  I’ll be in my ready room.  Keep me updated as to Squadron B’s mission status, Commander.  You have the conn, Exo,” she said as she headed back for her ready room.


“Aye sir,” her first officer nodded.


Commander Justin Taggart of the 76th Tactical Fighter Squadron, nicknamed the Ghost Squadron by most in the KMS, called the meeting of his 39 pilots and 40 wizzos to order.  Most of his girls had been with him long enough not to take the fact that he was a Terran and a man lightly, but his two newest recruits looked a bit irked taking orders from him.  They’d only been with the squadron for about three weeks, coming on board just before they deployed to the PR sector.  A couple of the girls were wearing nightclothes, since they’d been called to the briefing room out of the blue, but they were awake and alert.  Everyone knew something was going on, because the entire ship was ordered to general quarters and the twenty minute warning for jump had been issued.

“What’s going on, boss?” his wizzo Joae asked.


“Not sure yet, Captain Marayi ordered us to assemble.  She said she’d brief us personally.”


“Another drill,” Lieutenant Iyoi growled.  She was the greenest member of the team, just out of flight school.  She had a lot of talent, but like most young pilots, she had something of a discipline problem.  She was also a bit scornful of being assigned under a male commander.

The briefing room door opened, and the squadron came to attention.  “At ease,” Captain Marayi Karinnne said as she rushed in, clearly in a hurry.  “We’ll make this quick, ladies, Commander,” she said as she touched her interface, and a holo appeared at the front of the room showing a nebula.  “We have orders to probe the defenses of the nebula holding the Consortium’s egg-laying queens and command center.  Squadron B will be jumping out in twenty minutes to execute this probing action.  What I need from you, Justin, is ten pilots in a Wolf and your absolute best pilot that can handle a heavy SSI dropship.  We’re sending that SSI dropship into the nebula to conduct internal scans, and it’s going to need fighter escort.”


Taggart didn’t even have to think.  “Wing one, you’re on escort duty,” he ordered.  “Wing two in your Wolves and on standby in case a scramble is issued.  Wing three on passive standby and four on regular duty rotation.”


“Who’s flying the dropship, Commander?”


“I am,” he replied bluntly.  “What’s the orders?”


“Once you launch, you have complete discretion, Commander.  We’ll buy you as much time as we can.  Get in there, get as much data as you can, then get the hell out.  The fleet will drop out of hyperspace here and come to the edge of the nebula,” she said, using her interface to put an icon on the holo.  “If we’re forced to retreat, we’ll follow this vector so you can rendezvous with the fleet.  Don’t be late, Commander.  It’s a long flight back to PR-371 from here.”

“That’s all we need to know, Captain.  Now if you’ll excuse us, we need to get in place before the jump.”


“Further information will be sent to your ship,” she said with a nod, then she put on her helmet deliberately.  “Good luck, Justin.”


“Who’s flying your position if you’re in the dropship, Commander?” Iyoi asked.


He looked at her.  “Berya, you take my place as the tenth fighter in the wing.  Lassa, you have command of Wing Three if you’re called up.”


“Aye-aye, boss,” both said.


Iyoi came out beside him as they left the briefing room and entered the hangar.  Come on, Commander, give me a chance! she sent privately.  I can do this!  I grew up flying a skimmer through the Wastelands, I know how to handle nebula turbulence!


You haven’t even flown your first combat sortie, Lieutenant.


No, Commander, not a fighter.  I want to second chair the dropship.  I have the rating for heavy dropships, and I have real experience flying nebulas.  I can help.

He glanced at her.  You have three minutes to armor up.


Yes! she sent in glee, literally jumping up and pumping her fist in the air.  She then ran for the locker room, her nightshirt riding up to show her bare blue butt.


On board the sensor dropship, the four sensor officers back in the control compartment were bringing the ship online as Taggart locked himself in his chair and assumed command of the ship via interface.  The cockpit lit up as the ship started startup diagnostics.  Taggart explained what they were about to do as he saw his element of the squadron float up into their fighters.  Swap your drones, Taggart sent.  I don’t want anything with a pulse cannon getting lost in that nebula and picked up by the bugs.  Torsion drones only.


Got it, boss, Berya sent.  You heard the boss, ladies.  Why don’t I see drones swapping?

The drones did just that, unlocking from the wings and floating over to the munitions rack on their own engines as the Torsion-equipped drones replaced them, all done by computer control  Deck officers were conducting the final inspections of the Wolf fighters and the dropship as the three minute warning blared over the intercom.  Clear the deck, get in your jump restraints!  We’ll have time when we arrive to finish the inspections! Taggart boomed across the hangar.  Iyoi all but jumped into the second chair and waved her hand in front of the blackglass, which activated her side of the cockpit, then she jacked her interface into the ship using a fiber cable.  Like all military ships in the KMS, it had no manual controls on either side of the cockpit.  Everything was interface controlled, and the hard fiber cable was an emergency backup in case the interface remote system got fried in combat.  It would fly by remote by default, then switch to the hardline connection if there was a problem with the primary system.


All systems online, Commander, Iyoi reported.


Sensor systems online and ready, Commander, the sensor officer reported.


Drone swaps finished, boss, we’re ready to rock, Berya called.


Taggart called up all the information they had on the nebula as the jump countdown continued.  It was pretty big, and the command center was square in the middle.  Like all nebulas, the density of the gases varied within the nebula, and there were also currents of gas flow formed by its creation and fueled by the nebula’s gravity field, as well as a tiny proto-star that illuminated the entire thing, which was located at the edge of the nebula’s side that faced the galactic core, or inward in naval ship navigator lingo.  If the fleet dropped out of hyperspace in a direct  line to the nebula, they’d arrive on the “southeast ” side of the nebula if inward was east, far enough away from the protostar not to have to worry about it, but close enough for its light to illuminate the nebula’s gas and make flying through it like driving through pea soup fog in twilight.  Taggart plotted a course that would take them on a 26 minute course in and back out in a roughly elliptical route, getting them close enough to get some long-range scans of the command station in the center and relying on the nebula to hide them.  Inside a nebula shields wouldn’t work, MPAC weaponry had reduced range, and the gases created magnetic, ion, electrical, and gravitational fluxes that screwed with sensors.  That was why Marayi was sending in a sensor dropship, so they could get more reliable readings deeper inside the nebula.

Iyoi, however, disagreed.  That’s not going to work, Commander, she sent quickly, pointing.  This is a primary wake current, it’s going to make it impossible to follow your course.  Do it like this, she said, tracing a different path.  Let the wake current pull us in, get out of it here and swing around for the lateral pass, then hit this branch current here and let it carry us to this point.  Then we punch out and head back to the Dreamer.

And you’re sure it’ll work?


I’m positive, Commander.  I was flying worse currents than this when I was fifteen.  This nebula is nothing compared to the Wastelands.  That nebula isn’t for the meek.


Alright, Lieutenant.  We’ll play it your way.  Send that flight path out to the fighters and the bridge before we jump, so it’s there when we come out.


Aye, ma’am, she sent and used her interface to lock in the plan and then transmit it to the fighters in Wing A and the bridge, telling the navigator where they intended to go, just in case.


Don’t call me that, I’m not a Faey.  Call me boss, he sent in irritation.  Human men don’t like being called that.


Whyever not?


It’s a military tradition on my planet for men to be called sir, and I was a military man long before we joined the Imperium.


But only the captain can be called sir.


And that’s why you’ll call me boss, he sent evenly.


Aye, boss, she corrected, a bit amused.


Some people hated hyperspace jumps, but Taggart wasn’t one of them.  He suffered from the hallucinations and the sensations like everyone else, but since he knew it was nothing but sensory ghosts, he was usually more curious about them than afraid, and hyperspace never made him dizzy or sick to his stomach like it did others.  The more intense the sensory ghosts got, the more curious they made him.  He had well over five minutes to study the wildly contorting space around him, eyes open and looking around as Iyoi’s eyes were closed tight under her helmet. The instant they came out of hyperspace, Taggart was alert and moving as Iyoi shook her head and moaned a little bit.  “I don’t think I’ll ever get used to that,” she complained in a weak voice.

“Welcome to the Navy, Lieutenant,” Taggart said crisply.  “Primaries online.”


“SSI Two, you are cleared for launch,” the order came over gravband.  “Maintain radio silence within the nebula.”

“Understood,” he called back, adjusting the comm system, then he grabbed the assist posts that kept a pilot’s hands busy while he flew, since many pilots had the habit of trying to “fly” a ship with his hands as well as his mind, and that created a secondary ghost echo in the command stream that occasionally confused the interface control computer.  We’re cleared for launch.  Diamond formation around the dropship, and pay attention to the nav.  Radio silence, so sending only.  Watch it for unmapped currents, watch your spacing, and stay on your toes, ladies.  Nebulas are notorious for rogue currents. Also remember to run your de-ionizers, you’re gonna pick up massive charges on the hull in a hurry out there if we run into high-density gas clouds.  Iyoi nodded approvingly as Taggart picked the dropship up off the deck, then turned it towards the airskin shield.


Least we’re using translation engines.  Flying a nebula on standard grav engines is an adventure, Iyoi remarked as they cleared the ship, then accelerated geometrically towards the roiling mass of reddish-orange gas, backlit and illuminated by the protostar some 56.5 million kathra from their position.  All that gravity flux plays havoc with them.


I see you’ve read up on the specs.


Since the day I got into the flight academy, boss, she replied.


Taggart picked the dropship up off the deck and accelerated through the airskin shield, and saw the reddish mass before him like a dawn sky.  The fighters came out behind him and assumed the diamond defensive formation, three fighters in front, two to each side, and three behind.  The fighters were synced to the dropship to match speed, and any course corrections Taggart made showed in the fighters’ heads-up displays to let them know exactly where he was going.  The squadron of 15 KMS ships veered off on 16 mark 1, while the dropship and its escorts turned into the nebula along 302 mark 355.  The dropship shivered a little when they crossed into the gas field, then started to vibrate as both ionization and heat guages for the hull began to rise.  Them moving through the gas ionized the hull and caused friction heating.  The sensor officers started their scans, probing deeper into the nebula as they headed inside, as the visual turned into a reddish mist caused by dust particles suspended in with the hydrogen and helium.  Nebula density increasing by six hundred parts per million per second, one of the sensor jockeys sent.

Keep off STG, send only, Taggart reminded them.  The bugs can access gravband.


This shit is getting thick, Berya noted from the lead fighter, which was 320 shakra in front of him and slightly lower.  Her Wolf was hazy in the reddish gloom, vanishing into some of the thicker dust clouds.


Keep your local mass density sensors on primary, Taggart sent.  We’re coming up on the wake current in two minutes.  When we enter it, keep a loose stick, don’t fight the current.  Iyoi nodded professionally as she glanced over at him.

Surprising you know how to fly a current, but you didn’t know how to navigate through one, Iyoi sent privately, a bit lightly.


You can cross a current, just takes plotting for the drift, he answered.


Yeah, but the current will take us right where we want to go, why fight it?


That’s why we went with your plot, because it does do the job.  We’ll get a nice lateral scan of the interior.  I was going to reduce speed, but I like the idea of keeping moving.  The bugs learn fast, rookie, and they adapt.

The ship rocked when they entered the current, and Taggart moved into the center of it, allowing the river of gas and dust carry them deeper into the nebula.  The fighters drifted in their formation as Iyoi watched the chronometer, counting the seconds until they veered out for their lateral pass.  I’m getting some contacts, Commander, one of the sensor officers called.  Mass variances at maximum range.

Debris?


They’re moving.


How big?


I can’t get a solid reading because of the nebula, but it looks around 12 benkonn mass variances.  Maybe some rocky debris, maybe small ships or drones.  I’d lean towards ships, Commander, the mass variances are pretty consistent across all contacts.  That’s not normal for a cloud of meteors.

Gravity distortion from a grav drive?


No, Commander.


Taggart frowned as he veered out of the current and began a lateral pass of the enemy installation, which was still some 25,500 kathra deeper in the small nebula.  But for the sensors on the dropship, that was close enough to get some readings.  What about those mass readings?


They’re changing course, Commander.  They’re definitely small ships, but they’re not using grav engines.

“Fuck!” Taggart snapped, jacking the throttle.  He almost rammed Berya when the escorts didn’t react fast enough.  They’ve got fighters!  Taggart barked.


Where?  I don’t see—


They’re incoming from three o’clock low, ETA 39 seconds! He replied.  Get those readings, ladies, cause this is about to become a full contact sport! he sent back to his sensor officers as sparks danced along the hull of the dropship, ionization causing electrical discharge.  Do not chase them! Taggart ordered.  Protecting the dropship is your primary goal!

Deploy ECDs! Berya barked.  Keep them leashed!  Set drones to protect the dropship!


They passed parallel to the facility lost in the reddish haze, speeding up as they entered a lighter density area of the nebula, trailing sparks and with arcs of lightning dancing between the fighters, dropship, spinners, and drones.  Forty-one contacts, Commander, accelerating!  Definitely fighters, I’m getting energy readings through the static! the lead sensor officer warned.


They’re not drones?


I’m getting lifesigns, they’re fighters!


Well, the bugs have a new toy, Taggart growled as he adjusted course.


They must have their own fighters, Berya grunted.


I’m getting an echo at the edge of my scope, boss, Houri called.  Multiple contacts!  Coming in fast!


Show ‘em why nobody fucks with the 76th, girls! Taggart called.  How much more time?


Try to give us twenty more seconds, Commander, the sensor officer replied.


Incoming!

The enemy fighters streaked in out of the gloom directly behind them.  They were armed with Torsion cannons, and they looked maneuverable.  The pilots in them looked to be somewhat competent, but they were not the insectoids from the Consortium, and that meant they were Imxi.  They’d never come up against Faey before.  I can sense their minds.  They’re not bugs!  Wizzos, nail ‘em! Taggart boomed to his wing’s mindstrikers, who sat in the cockpits so they could conduct telepathic combat while the pilots flew.


Not all of them, let’s see how well those fighters operate, Berya added.  Don’t nail all of ‘em.


Yes, nail all of ‘em.  Make them fight each other, we’ll see how good those ships are in case they put bugs in ‘em, Taggart countermanded.


You got it, boss, Vecha, the closest mindstriker, replied.


The shooting quickly trailed off as the ten mindstrikers in the fighters around them did their jobs.  They dominated the pilots of the fighters, putting some to sleep after putting them in a parallel course, but actively controlling others, forcing them to fire on each other, releasing them somewhat from their control but convincing them that the other Imxi were the enemy and that they were defending the dropship.  Taggart didn’t relax, for those fighters might just be the vanguard for a Consortium destroyer, and they couldn’t dominate the bugs that would be on that enemy ship.  The enemy fighters were very agile, fast, and like most fighters that weren’t Faey or Karinne, they had almost no armor or defenses.  They relied almost completely on their speed and agility to protect themselves.  They got some solid data on the ships, and then they destroyed all of them but one.  That one Vecha herded along with them, to interrogate its Imxi pilot and analyze Imxi technology.  She had the pilot shut down all the fighter’s communication and telemetry, making it look like his fighter was destroyed along with the rest of them.

I’m stunned that they made such a basic mistake, Berya growled as they turned back for the edge of the nebula.  They know we’re telepaths.  They know what we can do, like when we took back the Shio and Alliance systems.

But they didn’t know if the Imxi were resistant to talent, like some races are.  Now they do.  They sent those pilots out as guinea pigs, Taggart reasoned.  They were just a probing action.

Well, now we have an Imxi to debrief and one of their fighters to take apart, Berya noted.  Their little trick is gonna cost them more than us.


Maybe.  Maybe not, Taggart grunted as they neared the current that would carry them back out towards the edge of the nebula.  Did you get good readings, girls?


We got some solid readings, Commander.  We’re good to go.


Any large ships moving in our direction?


Yes, but they can’t go that fast in the nebula.  We’ll outrun them easily, Commander.  The bigger the ship, the more ionization and hull heating it causes when it moves around in here.  We can just flat-out go faster than they can.


Interesting.  Do a full scan of that Imxi ship.  It might have some virus or nasty on it they want us to bring back.


Starting the scan, Commander.

Good deal.  Alright, girls, let’s get the hell out of here.

It took them nearly seven minutes to clear the nebula, and the parting of the red haze revealed far more going on outside than inside.  The ten Wolves, dropship, and their captured prey streaked toward a ferocious battle, as the 15 KMS warships retreated from the nebula with 39 Consortium warships hot on their tails, and the flaming debris of several other of the spike-winged vessels and a different type, a much smaller sleek nacelled corvette class that had to be Imxi, trailing behind the battle.  The retreating KMS ships lanced white bars of death back at the pursuing ships, sharing the sky with plasma torpedoes and missiles as the KMS employed their open-space tactic of holding the enemy at optimal range, within range of particle beams but outside of Torsion range.  Another Consortium ship bloomed in a greenish-red explosion on its port wing as a particle beam sheared through its left wing, slicing the ship in two pieces and the explosion of plasma and decompression causing the small spiked wing and several compartments of the stern section spin away from the main body, fire and atmosphere gouting out of the fatal wound.  Another ship was hit dead center by a plasma torpedo, the entire ship simply dissolving in a hellstorm as the torpedo detonated.  The KMS ships were surrounded in a reddish, wavering aura as their Torsion shockwave generators employed as enemy missiles streaked in, exploding before they reached the shields.  Taggart turned into the planned course of the KMS ships before they made the turn themselves and maxed out the throttle, holding onto the posts as the dropship vibrated from the exponential acceleration, feeling himself being pressed into his armor and the chair as the inertial dampers were overtaken by the inertial force being exerted, and the towing beam they had on the Imxi ship was red-lining, since the Imxi ship couldn’t match their velocity.  The KMS warships made their turn and moved to intersect their course, but they also attracted unwanted attention, as a lone Consortium destroyer came out of the red haze behind them and started to accelerate.

Consortium destroyer moving to intercept! Iyoi sent, fear bleeding into her sending as the rookie got her first real view of naval combat.  Where did that come from?  They couldn’t have caught up to us!

Defensive rear, Berya!  Time to use up the drones! Taggart ordered.  Send them in!


You heard the boss, set drones to attack the destroyer.  Suicide mode!  The forty drones turned and streaked towards the advancing destroyer as the fighters realigned, all ten of them getting behind the dropship to protect it, turning around and flying backwards to point their pulse cannons in the direction of the enemy but still accelerating along the same vector as the dropship.  The drones accelerated far faster than the fighters could since they had no pilots, and both the destroyer and the drones opened fire on each other when they came into range of their Torsion weapons.  28 drones were destroyed as they passed through the optimal range of the destroyer’s heavy guns, but once they got inside, where they couldn’t track well, the drones blasted dozens of smoking holes in the black armor of the enemy ship.  Several more explosions ruptured its hull as the drones continued to fire, then the drones turned and dove into those smoking craters within the destroyer’s armor at full throttle and guns blazing.  The Consortium ship shuddered and immediately started to tumble when the drones crashed into the interior of the ships, huge fountains of flame erupting from the holes, its power blinking on and off several times, and then going dark.


Recall ECDs, get ready to dock on the Dreamer, Taggart ordered, then he realigned his thinking to command thought.  [We’re coming in hot, Dreamer,] his thought was translated to gravband.


[Port bow hangar deck, Commander.  Don’t miss the window,] came the reply.

The intersection of their courses was smooth and without incident.  Taggart turned into the path of the battleship and matched velocity almost perfectly to line the dropship up with the hangar, and the dropship streaked into the hangar and quickly decelerated.  The fighters followed it in, landing skids deploying as Taggart set the dropship on the deck, then Vecha caused the Imxi pilot to land just behind the Wolf fighters and then fall into a comatose state. Do not approach that fighter!  Taggart barked.  Get Medical down here to scan the ship for microbes!  Vecha, keep the Imxi comatose.  Captain, we need your best mindbender down here, we have a prisoner, he sent with enough strength to reach the bridge.

I saw it.  Everyone in the hangar bay, strap in for emergency jump! Marayi’s sending washed over them.


Mission accomplished, girls.  Good work, Taggart sent as they felt the ship turn again, then start to slow down to minimum jump speed.  He knew that behind them, the ships were laying down a withering carpet of defensive missile fire which would saturate enemy sensors and force them to break off or get plastered.  Those missiles were MIRVs, and one missile would release 60 separate cluster warheads to form a wall of warheads that would make a ship that didn’t have a shockwave generator really think about trying to fly through it.  Like a spy car releasing a smokescreen, the missiles’ purpose was not to attack the enemy, but to force their pursuers to slow down or break off pursuit.


The missiles accomplished their goal.  Taggart felt the ship stop decelerating, achieving maximum safe jump velocity, and then they snapped out of reality in the blink of an eye, jumping away from the nebula and towards the safety of PR-371.
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The White House, Karsa, Karis

Everything was ready.

Jason almost skipped down the hall towards his office as tomorrow’s plans whirled in his mind.  Jyslin’s parents, brother, and brother’s family were all waiting to be picked up, and Lorna and her family were already en route, where they would hide on Kosigi until tomorrow.  Jyslin had no idea that her family was going to be at her birthday party tomorrow, and that made all the cloak and dagger worth it.  He had even gotten her the best present any husband could ever give a wife, at least in the Imperium.

An IBL team.


Frinia Foralle was in his office that very moment and ready to finalize the deal.  Houses Karinne and Trefani would buy the Paladins for C165,000,000,000 in cash, payable by immediate credit transfer by the attending Moridon bank officials, who had to be there to approve a private, non-governmental transaction of that magnitude.  House Karinne would front the entire payment, and House Trefani would pay their 42% of the buyout price back to House Karinne in yearly installments over the next ten years, which was fine with Jason because it gave him a solid financial hold over Yila…and Yila didn’t mind, because she was confident the profits she earned off the deal would pay the installments, which gave her 42% of a second IBL team with virtually no money out of her pocket.  Frinia certainly didn’t make it easy for them, though.  She had spent three days inspecting the Karsa arena, the city of Karsa, speaking to city residents about their enthusiasm for having an IBL team, almost interrogating Jason, Kumi, Meya Dela, Yila, and even going so far as to interview the groundskeepers in the arena to ensure they were up to the task of managing a bachi field for an IBL team.  She spent nearly nine hours reading Kumi’s buyout proposal, then spent nearly a full day haggling the fine points of the contract, which to her credit completely revolved around ensuring her team was going to be made competitive in the IBL.  She wasn’t selling her team to someone who wanted to have the prestige of being an IBL owner.  She wanted a team owner that cared if the team won.  If she wanted someone that wouldn’t care about the team, she had her own daughter for that.  Jason had played college football and he was extremely competitive, almost Faey-level competitive, and he impressed upon Frinia that while he didn’t know much about bachi, he’d hire the best damn front office and coaches he could find, and he would compete with the Highborns and their bottomless bank accounts for top-tier talent to fill his roster.  After nearly four days of discussion, inspection, and investigation, Frinia haggled a buyout price with Kumi and Yila, and the contract was drawn up.


And finally, Frinia would keep a 10% ownership stake in the team so she could continue to have a say, as well as earn 10% of all Paladin profits taken equally from both Jason and Yila.  The minority stake would revert back to Jason and Yila upon her death, and the 10% profit sharing would end.  Her daughter would not inherit that 10% team ownership.  Frinia would also help transition the team to Karis, moving the operations from Velta to an office building right beside the arena, four entire floors of office space for the front office to build an operation.  The team would share the training facilities with the Knights for off-season minicamps and workouts until their own could be built, which would take all of two months once Jason put Red Horn Construction on the job, more than enough time to get them built and ready for the team when they started preseason training camp in Kiraa.

Or, more to the point, Jyslin would be running the team.  Jason was giving operational control of the Paladins to Jyslin.  She wasn’t as busy as he was, and while she did do a lot of work, she would be more than happy to find the time to build a contending IBL team for next season.  It would bring a great deal of positive morale to Karis, the house would profit from the Paladins, Miaari already had an operational plan in place to protect Karis and Karinne’s secrets from interlopers hiding within visiting IBL team organizations, and everyone would be happy.

This contract signing was taking place well after dark, 2338 by his clock on his gestalt, but his legal team had needed time to read the contract and approve it.  That was fine with him, because he’d had a busy day.  The destroyer Tikanne had just arrived from the PR sector after a three day hyperspace journey back to Karis, and it was carrying an Imxi fighter and its Imxi pilot.   Captain Gai Edanne had delivered the Imxi fighter to Myleena personally, and the pilot went to Ryn.  Ryn was the most highly trained telepath on all of Karis, a mindbender in all but official title, and Ryn had paired with Haelen Karinne, the oldest Generation male and one of the most skilled male telepaths in the house, to give Cybi the ability to upload virtually the pilot’s entire mind right into the archives for analysis and storage and dissemination of the Imxi language.  The Imxi themselves were both humanoid and quite unusual.  They had brutish human-like faces, like Neanderthals, had the same beige coloring as a Terran, and had a very humanoid body that put another peg on the board for the theory known as Gora’s Law.  The pilot was exactly 6 shakra tall, which put him around 6’5” or about 2 meters, and he was hexapoid.  The pilot had four arms, a second set of arms below his normal arms that were more slender and slightly longer than his upper arms, and only had four fingers on each hand, but had five toes on his feet.  He had human-like male genitalia, and a DNA scan showed that he had remarkably human-like DNA, very nearly able to produce children with a Terran or Faey, but not quite…much to the relief of the image-conscious Faey.  This Imxi was ugly to a Faey, and the idea that they could have a baby with something that ugly would be very disconcerting to them.  He was of the same basic family classification as the Terrans, Faey, Shio, and Jakkans—though the Jakkans were radically different form the others, they were still humanoid by classification—in that he only had coarse black hair on his head, in a patch just over his collar bones, above his genitals, and on his forearms and calves.  Jason would classify him as a four-armed Neanderthal and not be far from the mark.

While he looked brutish, Ryn and Haelen proved that he was pretty damned intelligent.  He was both highly educated and well trained, and had been a fighter pilot for 6 standard years.  The Imxi had just discovered hyperspace technology about 250 years ago, used a mixture of plasma to power their engines and positronic power systems to power everything else, but had not yet mastered spatial technologies.  That meant no phased plasma, no artificial gravity on their ships, no gravometric engines.  Their engines were standard reaction engines, expending fuel in a chemical reaction that produced some pretty incredible energy, more than enough to move their warships, the largest of which were about the size of a tactical battleship. They utilized a very clever form of phased ion energy that was shield-piercing for their weapons before the Consortium gave them Torsion weapons, and the Consortium was upgrading their ships to striated metaphased power systems for them, taking equipment out of damaged ships and refitting them on Imxi craft.  Before the Consortium came along, their technology was bout 2,000 years behind the Faey, and that entire quadrant of the galaxy was similarly technologically backwards.  The Imxi were in the vanguard among their sector’s civilizations, one of the first to develop hyperspace technology, but they were millennia behind the empires of the Imperium and its neighbors.  This Imxi had the intelligence to comprehend modern technology, his race simply hadn’t progressed to that level.  They would have gotten there on their own had the Consortium not given them advanced tech, it would have just taken them time to research, study, discover, and grow.

That explained why the Kimdori had no information on them.  They really only interacted with civilizations that had enough technological advancement to be a threat to galactic peace, then they moved in and tried to keep war from exploding across an entire sector, or even across a quadrant.  Systems like Terra had no idea that the Kimdori were out there, and if they did, they’d be kissing the Denmother’s feet.  It was the Kimdori’s actions that prevented what happened in Andromeda from happening in the Milky Way, where the entire galaxy came to be dominated by only two pan-galactic empires, which then engaged in a war so ghastly that a normal person would be emotionally scarred for life to learn the extent to which both sides had devolved into monsters.  The Kimdori worked to allow empires to grow and expand, but not become a threat to an entire sector, sector cluster, or even a quadrant, which would lead to galactic aspirations.


So, while they wouldn’t learn anything from the Imxi from a technological standpoint, they would learn about the Imxi themselves.  Everything that pilot knew, they would know, pulled out of every corner of his mind by Ryn and Haelen.  Their language, culture, customs, the names they gave their own systems and planets, everything would be archived by Cybi into the Karinne knowledge base.  That information might be very useful later on, even if the Consortium knew they had an Imxi fighter and most likely its pilot.  They wouldn’t be able to sneak by anyone by pretending to be Imxi, but the more one knew about one’s enemy, the easier that enemy was to defeat.


When he reached his office, everyone was there waiting for him.  Two representatives from the First Bank of Moridon, where Karinne had its house accounts, and two representatives from Moridon Pan-Galactic Bank, the bank Frinia’s house used, were in attendance.  Frinia was sitting at the meeting table in the outer office along with Kumi, Yila, Mayor Dela of Karsa, Miaari, and Trameken Lenarre, the facility manager for the Karsa Sports Complex.  Also there were four members of the legal team, holding the approved contract and its three official copies, Ten Marines stood as guards within the room, and Chirk and Brall sat at their desks watching on.

“Ah, there you are, Jason,” Frinia smiled as he came in, Jason taking off his helmet.  “I was starting to wonder.”


“I had something important come up, I’m sorry I’m late, Frinia,” he replied as he came over to the table and sat down between Kumi and Yila.  “Is everything in order?”


“Sure is, babes,” Kumi replied.  “We’ve got the contracts, and we’re all ready to sign.”


“This contract will transfer ownership of the Velta Paladins from Frinia Foralle, Grand Duchess of House Foralle, to the ownership alliance of Jason Karinne and Yila Trefani, Grand Duke and Grand Duchess of their respective houses.  Transfer of operational control will be immediate upon the filing of this contract with the IBL Ownership Committee,” Jack Weathers, the Terran leader of his legal team, instructed.  “Here to officially witness the signing of the contract and enact the transfer of the agreed to credits are the four members of the respective banking institutions with jurisdiction over the transaction.  All four are officially accredited with the Moridon Overseer Agency as fully licenses, bonded, and accepted Notary Publics, with the authority to witness and confirm this transaction.  Does anyone disapprove of the use of these Notaries in this transaction?” Jack asked.  When silence greeted him, he nodded.  “Very well then. Upon the signing of the contract and transfer of funds, this contract will be filed with the IBL home office immediately by courier, and the Paladin organization will begin moving to its new offices in Karsa.”


The legal team set down the four contracts, one in front of Frinia, Yila, and Jason, and the fourth on the table in the middle, which would be the IBL’s copy.  “Very well then.  This contract will require only one signature and authorizing thumbprint from each party of the contract. Shall we proceed?”


The signing ceremony was recorded by one of Cybi’s cameras, where the three house leaders signed the four copies of the contract, affixed their thumbprints to confirm ID, then the Moridons carefully examined each contract and affixed their seals of authorization.  Then came the much more invasive transfer of C166 billion in cash, which required all four bank officials and a dedicated crypto link back to the Council of Finance on Moridon, which had to authorize a private transaction of that size for legal reasons, to prove that the contract price was paid.  After the exhaustive ID scans, which included a DNA sample, the transfer of credit was approved.  A big chunk of the house’s bank account was transferred to House Foralle, but as far as Jason was concerned, he’d earn every credit back.  An IBL team was a gold mine of income.  After that, they traded handshakes and kisses, and the four Moridon took up the fourth contract and immediately left for Draconis, to deliver the transfer of ownership contract to the league’s home office.

Thankfully, the IBL commissioner and offices had no say in the sale of IBL teams.  Sending them the contract was simply telling them that the team had been sold, and that an alliance of the Houses Karinne and Trefani now owned the Karis Paladins.


Once the Moridons left, Jason kissed Frinia on the cheek and patted her on the shoulder.  “Call your front office and tell them they’re about to move, Frinia,” he told her.  “I hope they don’t mind changing systems that much.”


“Suitable severance packages were part of the contract if my front office people don’t want to leave Velta,” she smiled.  “But most of them will move with the team.  They’re devoted to the Paladins, Jason. That’s why I hired them in the first place.”


“Provided they can pass the security screening,” he reminded her.  That was also part of the contract.


“I’m sure they will, Jason.  Bachi is their life.  They won’t be a security threat.  They’re working to make the team great.  Just give them the offices and the resources they need, and they can do it.  I’m sure they can.”


“They’ll get their chance, Frinia, I promise,” he told her.  “Now go break the bad news to them.”

“I see it as good news, Jason.  With you bankrolling the team far beyond what I could, the Paladins are going to finally compete.  And to me, nothing could make this old woman happier,” she said with a brilliant and earnest smile.  “I just hope I’m still alive the first time the Paladins make the playoffs.”


“You will be,” he assured her, patting her on the shoulder.


Jason walked along with Miaari after the meeting ended, Frinia and Yila heading home, Kumi heading for home herself since it was so late, and Jason heading for Miaari’s office.  It was in the same building and down two floors, and when he came in, he saw that her entire staff was in and working, including Tim.  “We’re analyzing the data that Haelen is putting on the mainframe, even as we speak,” she reported.  “We already have the Imxi language fully decoded and stored, available for gestalt download on demand, so a Generation can insert it to one of the other telepaths.  Songa has medically screened the pilot as well and cultured all Imxi common microbes.  Her team is working up cures to the microbes in the Imxi’s body.”



“Sounds good.  Written language too?”


“We have it all,” she nodded.


“What about the fighter?”


“Friend Myleena has an engineering team inspecting it.  They haven’t sent any reports yet.  I can almost hear Myleena rubbing her hands in anticipation of something else she can take apart,” Miaari chuckled.


“You know how she loves her toys, Miaari,” Jason agreed.  “But about all she’ll learn from that fighter is how the Consortium adapted it to their own power system to run the Torsion cannon.”

“It is probably one of the self-powered models, the bunker emplacement units, so they only had to run control lines so the pilot could fire it.”


“Probably, he nodded.  “Myli might take their engines apart, though.  Reaction engines like that aren’t something you see in this sector much anymore.”

“Truly.  They are antiques by Imperium standards, and positively ancient by ours.”


“Well, if that’s all we have so far, I guess I’m gonna go home.  We have a big day tomorrow.”


“I’ll have a report ready in the morning, if you even read it,” she said lightly.


“Hey, some things are more important than being a Grand Duke, and my wife’s birthday is one of them,” he retorted.  “And remember, thirteen hundred hours, my house, party.”


“Why so late?” she asked lightly.


“Because my first present to her is making her walk funny for the rest of the day,” he said, which made Miaari laugh.
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Foxwood East, Karsa, Karis

Jyslin wasn’t the one walking a little funny when Jason finally got out of the bedroom.  She’d been very amorous that morning, and since it was her birthday, he felt honor bound to stay in that room and do his solemn duty until she was completely satisfied.

What it did do is upset his daily plan a tiny bit.  The Confederate Council was meeting before her party today, the only convergence of times so all rulers would be on their “day” cycle, so the meetings were pretty wildly spread across a day.  It wasn’t easy when the members had activity cycles that ranged from 10 hours to 30 hours, so every day’s meeting time was usually the only window where all involved would be awake and alert.  Some might be there early in the morning, some very late in the afternoon, but that was the only way it could really work.  It was worst when Draconis and Karis were opposite one another, which would be happening in just a week or so.  Right now, Draconis was some 9 hours ahead of them, so in that week or so, day for Dahnai would be night for him, and their council meetings were always crammed into the very end or beginning of the day.  There would be a three day span next week where there would be no window for meetings, either.  When that happened, they went with the window that served most of them, and some unlucky ambassador or two would be sitting in on the meeting in the dead of night to report back to their rulers when they woke up.


He ate breakfast with one mental eye inward, reading a report on the fighter.  It had the most efficient and powerful reaction engines Myleena had ever seen, giving it nearly grav engine-level velocity, but like any reaction engine in space, it wasn’t as maneuverable.  It had to rely on thrusters to turn, or in the fighter’s case, a clever series of exhaust ports that channeled the engine’s thrust in any direction required, and the thrusters were never as good as a gravometric engine.  The result was a high-speed but slow-turning fighter that was probably superior to any other fighter in the Imxi’s sector, but was no threat to an alert Wolf pilot.  But, the Torsion cannon the Consortium had stuck on it did make it dangerous in that it had a viable weapon.  Miaari had been right, they were using self-powering Torsion cannons not unlike a ground artillery piece, an enclosed unit with its power supply integrated, then rigged up control systems so the unit could interface with the fighter’s computer.  The cannon replaced the bulky ion weapons in the fighter, which allowed them to integrate it inside the fighter’s central body in place of the ion weapon’s main assembly and power supply and fire from a port in the nose, not unlike the gatling gun on the old A-10 ground attack fighter.  The pilot was literally sitting on the barrel of the Torsion weapon, and it was a curious matter of serendipity that the ion array and its power plant that they took out was only slightly larger than the Torsion weapon they installed, making swapping out the weapons very easy for the Consortium engineers.  Metallurgically, the fighter was composed of an inferior version of shocked titanium, a form of altered titanium that was stronger than normal titanium and wouldn’t burn if subjected to intense heat within an oxygen atmosphere, but it did show that the Imxi had some expertise in spacefaring metallurgy.  Their metallurgical skill actually exceeded their other technological fields, such as power generation, propulsion, and shield technology.  Metallurgy seemed to be their specialty, and they knew how to exploit that technological edge against their neighbors. 

Biologically, the Imxi were very similar to Terrans, Shio, and Faey.  They had similar tolerances for heat and air pressure, were slightly more tolerant of cold than the other three species, but they breathed both oxygen and nitrogen…which wouldn’t be a problem on most terrestrial planets, since most had nitrogen/oxygen atmospheres.  Their metabolism was quite unique according to Songa’s report, requiring oxygen for fuel and nitrogen for cell health, which they acquired through aspiration...Songa and her fancy words.  She couldn’t just say they get their nitrogen by breathing.  Their metabolisms were consistent with most carbon-based species, which meant that the Imxi could survive on their food and vice versa. The series of pictures Songa took with her report did creep him out a bit, though.  He’d never seen a four-armed species before, and he’d never dreamed of looking at what he’d call a four-armed Neanderthal.  Low forehead, coarse hair, big nose, wide mouth with heavy teeth, reinforced cheekbones, the Imxi were right behind the Jakkans and the Bari-Bari on the Terran ewww-o-meter.  They were not genetically compatible with Terrans, Shio, or Faey, no doubt much to the eternal relief of all three species.

Which wasn’t really an indicator, since Shio weren’t compatible with Terrans and Faey either, and all three races looked almost exactly identical.  That green blood of theirs was the big one that made them incompatible.


Shio…he was starting to wonder if the entire damn race was trying to join the House Karinne.  They comprised nearly 40% of the newest class of 23,995 house applicants, and had held numbers that high since the Shio were attacked. Shio were dominating the orientation classes, the majority race most of the time, with the Faey a distant second.  Then again, Jason knew that Grayhawk was encouraging his people to join Karinne.  The Shio’s planets were devastated and they were in no condition or position to fight, and many of them wanted revenge for what was done to them.  The only way they could really do that was apply to Karinne and join the KMS.  He perused those numbers as he finished up his oatmeal with slices of oye fruit and strawberries in it, and was encouraged a bit.  There were more external races applying now, mainly Skaa and Shio, but what got his attention was that even more Verutans had applied, some 460 of them.


He almost dropped his spoon when he saw what was on the bottom of the list.  Five Imbiri had applied.  Imbiri!  The Imbiri were a very reclusive and enigmatic species that lived in the Verutan sector.  Much like how nobody bothered the Moridon, the Imbiri were not bothered or harassed by either the Veruta or the Haumda, since the Imbiri system sat on the border between the two empires.  Both empires respected the small system’s desire for neutrality, and often used it as a neutral site for talks.  This was because the Imbiri were complete and utter pacifists.  They didn’t believe in warfare or violence in any form, but they did engage in trade with the empires of the Verutan sector and offered their services as mediators and neutral observers.  The Imbiri were sylvan creatures, almost like the fairies or pixies from Terran mythology, about four or five feet tall, slim, graceful, ethereally beautiful to Terrans, and sporting large chitinous wings that gave them ability to fly.  They were a low-gravity race, however, their home planet .83 standard gravity.  They were extremely intelligent, and favored jobs in the sciences and education, but their code of honor prevented them from developing or building weapons.  Their home planet was held in a natural state akin to a planetary national forest, with only ten major pockets where the Imbiri had their cities, allowed technology to intrude into nature.  Anywhere else on Imbiri, there was nothing but small hamlets and farms that minimized their impact on nature as much as possible.  There was an entire complement of Imbiri at the Academy, both students and instructors, but one didn’t have to be a member of House Karinne to be employed by the Academy.

You alright, your Grace? Ayama asked.


Just a little surprised.  Five Imbiri applied for house membership.  I’m kinda wondering why.


That is interesting, she agreed mildly.  Maybe you should go talk to them.


I might do that, but not today, he replied.


After nearly an hour of listening to the council members talk, Jason finally freed himself and ran downstairs, spun Jyslin around in the living room, then kissed her exuberantly.  And is the birthday girl ready for her party? he asked with a smile.


Not if you make me throw up, I won’t be, she replied with a wink, which made him laugh and set her down.  I’m starting to wonder what you have hidden in your garden, love.  No decorations, no guests?


We’re not having the party here, silly, he told her.  Now come on.  I had to fight Aya in a duel to the death to get her to let us leave the strip without armor, so let’s not waste this opportunity.


I’m still very much alive, thank you very much, Aya sent dryly from the barracks next door, which made Jyslin laugh.


Where’s Rann? Jyslin asked.


Myli has him, he’s already at the party.  So c’mon, they’re waiting for us.

The two of them boarded the corvette sitting on the dock without armor, but with all four of his usual guards, and they took off for a three minute journey from the strip to the Karsa waterfront district.  They disembarked at the waterfront pier for the most luxurious hotel in Karsa, the Imperial, where Jason had rented out one of the ballrooms for the party.  Jason went so far as to put a blindfold over her eyes and lead her out of the corvette, Jyslin honestly intrigued.  Jason was making it a mystery, and the Faey in her adored the mystery.  Everyone in the ballroom remained quiet as he led her in, then he stepped behind her and took off the blindfold.   And right in front of her, among her many friends and co-workers on the planet, were her parents, brother, brother’s family, and her aunt Lorna.  “Happy birthday!” they all shouted, but Jyslin was already throwing herself into her father’s arms.

Papa, I’m so happy to see you! she sent gushingly, surprise and elation threaded into her thought.  She then turned and crushed her mother in an embrace, then her brother and his wife, then Lorna, both laughing and crying at the same time.

So, can I find guests for a party, or can I? Jason asked lightly as she turned and gave him a fierce hug.


I can’t believe you got them here without me knowing!


It’s easy when I can make them work you half to death, he sent teasingly.  You were too busy to notice.

She laughed helplessly, kissed him, then punched him on the shoulder.  So you’re the reason why I’ve been working so hard!


Myli was in on it, too, he winked.


Having her family there made the party a smashing success, at least for Jyslin.  She sat with them for the entire party, catching up with them, as friends and family drifted back and forth to her table to talk to them.  She talked to them over vidlink quite a bit, but it wasn’t the same as having them there, able to hold her two year old niece Jiji who was an absolute cutie, and let her family get to be right there with Rann and hear him send.  Her telling them he could send wasn’t the same as them hearing him send.  For his part, Rann and all of Jason’s other children were drawn to Jyslin’s family, called them aunt and uncle and grandpa and grandma, which surprised Rillen and Vari and made them quite happy.  Kyri and Sora and Aran and Zach weren’t their grandkids, but they were still technically their grandparents since Jyslin was Jason’s wife…sort of.  It was enough for them to happily accept the titles and get to know Jason’s other children, though.  It wasn’t all just local friends, though.  Yila and Dara were there, sitting with Myleena and Kumi at the table beside the table of honor.  Jason didn’t entirely invite Yila, she’d heard about the party and more or less crashed it, and since Zach was going to be there, she made sure to bring Dara along with her.  Yila was getting bolder and bolder, and Jason had the feeling that he was going to have to step on her fairly soon.

Then came the gifts. Jyslin had an entire table full of presents, and it took her almost half an hour to go through them.  From the silly and naughty—Kumi—to the soberly practical—Navii—Jyslin got clothes, jewelry, art, a Parri Dream Stick directly from the shaman of the Parri village, a device that was supposed to bring pleasant dreams, and Dahnai had sent Jyslin both a gag gift in a fully animatronic sex doll patterned to look exactly like Kellin, so you never miss him read the card, which made Jyslin laugh, to a new double occupancy hoverstroller for the twins.  Jason made sure that his gift was last, because he had it in his pocket.

When it was his turn, he sat down beside her and fished the envelope out of his back pocket and unfolded it.  “What is this, love?” she asked aloud, so Miaari wouldn’t feel left out.


“Happy birthday,” he told her.


She opened it, read the first line of the paper, and then screamed so loud that she scared most in the room half to death.  She literally knocked Jason off the chair when she crashed into him, knocking them to the floor, covering his face with kisses as the gathered friends laughed.


“Whatever could produce that?” Temika asked with a laugh.


“He gave me the Paladins!” she screamed.


“The whut?” Temika asked, but that produced some gasps from the Faey in the room.


“We bought the Paladins IBL bachi team, Temika,” Yila chuckled from the side.  “And this is the official announcement.  We had the IBL office sit on this until today. In fact, the press release should be going out any minute now,” she added, glancing at her watch, which was a Rolex she bought from Terra that was built for the Faey’s 30 hour day.


That caused some excitement in the room.  Jason ran some footage of the Velta Paladins for Temika on a holo, then revealed the new uniforms, which were almost exactly the same as the old, just with the Foralle crest replaced with the Karinne crest on the shoulder.  Jyslin received the first uniform jersey, which amusingly the players didn’t wear when they played, just to and from the field, with Jyslin’s name and the number 1 on the jersey, which was always reserved for the owner as a matter of tradition.  “Jyslin’s going to be the one that interacts with the team’s front office,” Jason explained.  “In effect, she’s the one that’s going to be signing the checks, and will be the face of the ownership.  Most of the team’s front office is coming here with the team during the move, and Frinia, the last owner, assures me they’re a good organization.  They do seem to know their bachi.”


“Ah, ‘kay.  Ah never did watch bachi much.  Ah’m a football kinda gal.”


That buzz swirled through the room for quite a while, at least until Miaari stalked up to him and put a finger on her memory band.  [I just got some news, Jason.]


[Good or bad?]


[I’m not sure yet.  One of my packmates just caught someone trying to infiltrate the biogenic warehouse in Kosigi.]


[What?  Who?  What happened?]


[I don’t have the specifics yet.  Cousin Braan is still gathering information.  What he tells me is that it was a sleeper agent, an Imperial mindbender under the effect of a psychic clone.  Not even we can detect that,] she banded to him grimly.  Psychic clones were a division of the psyche, forming a secondary personality that could be as detailed as any real person, with its own memories, history, and if set up right, its own presence in the system.  The other personality was sealed away and required either a telepath to bring it out or some kind of conditioned trigger that caused the personalities to switch.  Psychic clones were extremely hard to do right.  Jyslin could do it, as well as about 300 telepaths on Karis, but Jason himself didn’t have that kind of training.  From the sound of it, this agent was triggered, probably using some audio phrase or specific image that caused the sealed personality to replace the initial one, which in this case would most likely be the spy’s original personality.  They had used the psychic clone to sneak the agent past the Kimdori, but from the sound of it, the agent was caught after she activated and tried to steal something, be it technology or datafiles.


The reason why Kimdori couldn’t detect a psychic clone was because the sealed second personality was completely suspended, comatose, and thus there was no mental activity to give it away to a Kimdori’s unique ability.  Even a telepath couldn’t detect a psychic clone unless they knew exactly what they were looking for, and they were also very good.  Jyslin could create a psychic clone, but not even she could detect one.  That took very specific training of a level that possibly only Ryn possessed on the planet.  But given how hard it was to create a psychic clone of that kind of complexity and stability—setting one to trigger on some visual or audio trigger was not easy—it wasn’t something Jason had honestly expected to come across quite like this.  Psychic clones became unstable over time unless there was a mindbender there to constantly stabilize it, as Jyslin had to do for Luke when he volunteered to carry a psychic clone back in the Legion days.  If they’d sent an agent here with a psychic clone that was still stable months after creation, then whoever created that clone was a fucking telepathic savant.

Jason gave Miaari a grim look.  [Holy fuck, if Dahnai has a mindbender that can do that,] he communed, then shook his head.


[I know.  This will surprise even the Denmother,] Miaari agreed with a nod.  [It also means I will double security at all sensitive locations.  There might be another agent carrying a psychic clone among us, but we will be hard pressed to find it until the clone activates.]


[I know,] he nodded, then blew out his breath.  Fucking Dahnai.  This was from her, there could be no doubt.  This had to come straight from her stable of most experienced mindbenders, and she was demonstrating that she was not going to stop until she managed to steal Karinne technology.  The fact that she was his amu dorai sure as fucking hell wasn’t getting in her way.  She’d wanted the secrets of the Karinnes since he claimed the house, and since he’d stonewalled her for five years, now that she had access to Karis, she was sending in the spies, sending spies with more and more cunning and complex covers to get them into a position to make an attempt to steal secrets.


But what earthly gain could it be for her?  She knew that if he found out, he’d have a nuclear meltdown, and he’d find out pretty damn fast. She didn’t know that Cybi could detect biogenic devices, and the instant one was where it wasn’t supposed to be, Jason would know within two minutes.  Did she really think it was worth having Jason have a conniption just to get her hands on biogenics?

Well, obviously, she did.


And there were some biogenic applications that didn’t need a Generation.  Their entire interface system was based on biogenics, using a slightly different kind of biogenic crystal that could “read minds,” as it were, sensed thought and reacted to it.  It was the closest the ancient Karinnes had come to their dream of machines that could interact with any telepath.  Any empire in the sector would kill for interface technology.

[I am quite wroth about this,] Miaari conveyed, anger creeping into her banded communication.  [I am going to contact Jinaami and have her raid the Imperium’s intelligence agency.  We may not be able to detect these psychic clones, but if Jinaami can get her hands on the list of clone-carrying agents they have sent, we won’t have to look.]


[Good idea.  You have my backing,] Jason agreed.  That wouldn’t be easy.  The Imperium’s sensitive areas were defended by mindbenders, and since Kimdori weren’t Faey, they’d see through a Kimdori’s shapeshift.  For that reason, the Kimdori had to be much more Mission Impossible-esque to get their hands on that kind of information.  Jinaami would call in specialists who would invade the intelligence agency and steal the information from their computers, or get close to high-ranking members and lift that information directly from their minds.


Damn it.  Just when he thought they had a handle on security, fucking Dahnai sends something new at them, something that actually got into a position to try to steal something.  Zaa wasn’t going to be happy, but this wasn’t Miaari’s fault; in fact, she acquitted herself well by having a security system in place that caught the spy before she could accomplish her mission.

He sighed, frowning.  There was a reckoning coming between him and Dahnai, he could smell it.  She wasn’t going to stop until he put his foot down, and when he did, she was going to be pissed off.  But if she actually pulled off stealing something, she would force him to do something drastic to get it back, and something that might poison both their relationship and the alliance between Merrane and Karinne, and therefore destabilize the entire Imperium.  She was using the fact that Jason couldn’t back away from the Imperium to send in her spies, abusing the situation, but she didn’t realize that the repercussions if she succeeded could have heavy repercussions, the least of which was the expulsion of every outsider from Karis.


He had to do something, and do it soon, before this got entirely out of control. 
