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New Trakira, RG-118-3A

That…was…weird.

Jason looked up and saw the smaller sister planet to RG-118-3A hanging near the horizon, undergoing its “planet-rise” as 3A rotated, 3B taking up nearly a quarter of the sky and close enough to make out some of its higher mountain ranges.  The smaller planet was arid to semi-arid, so it was a tan ball with a few strips of green and blue and only a few fronts of clouds, in a three-quarters phase due to the angles to the sun.

New Trakira looked nothing like that.  Much like New Karsa on Exile, they’d built it in the middle of a very large grassland, the result of a cataclysmic forest fire that had burned through the area some 10 or so years go, a huge flat prairie of some 200 square kathra that was surrounded by lush hardwood temperate forest on three sides and the ocean on the fourth.  New Trakira had been built almost exactly in the middle of that grassy prairie, and it was surrounded by the first farms they’d set up, all of them growing crops.  Jason didn’t have time to stop, because the clacking of Grik’zzk’s legs on the plascrete tarmac reminded him that he wasn’t alone.  His Kizzik agriculture secretary was giving him a tour of the “pop-up city” of New Trakira, built of modular buildings and fast-setting plascrete, where some 2,700 Karinne workers did their daily labor before heading back to Karis.  Nobody lived here yet, everyone commuting back and forth, but eventually someone would decide to just move here as they did New Karsa.  That was a bustling city of some 12,000 people now, where New Trakira was still just a large collection of warehouses, maintenance shops, mess hall and rec center, and research facility for the scientists to study the planet’s life and features.

And was there ever life on this planet.  It was classified as a gaia, a rare jewel in the galaxy whose every little feature was not only conducive to life, but was welcoming of it.  The atmosphere, chemical composition, climate, axis tilt, speed of rotation, everything was just perfect for the development of life on the planet.  It was .96 gravity, 1.16 pressure, 27.6 hour day with a 260 day year, and 98% of the planet’s climate was either temperate or sub-tropical, with sub-arctic conditions existing only right at the poles.  The planet only had a 9 degree tilt on its axis, so what little seasons they had here were very gentle and gradual, and the fact that it had such a short year meant that it traversed through those gentle seasonal shifts quickly and smoothly, which drove much of the rainfall that kept the land lush and rich.  The planet had no permanent ice caps, where even the land at the poles was habitable, with a climate much akin to Alaska.


Grik’zzk clacked along on her four legs as Jason and Kemaari walked with her.  This was Kemaari’s first real assignment off of Karis, sent out to tour and inspect Karinne territory outside of the Karis system so she had strong familiarity with all Karinne holdings, which fell under the jurisdiction of Miaari’s office.  Kemaari had spent two days on Exile before coming here, arranging it so she simply came along with Jason as he got his first look at the newest Karinne territory.  She walked along beside him, her hands behind her back, her unusually long tail swishing a bit behind her as workers loaded a megaplow in preparation for it and five others heading out to plow more tracts.

It was a welcome break from the tedious paperwork that his job had become, where every day was a mountainous inbox that mocked him for his inability to clear it out, but the last few days had been…interesting.  Anivan now wanted to gouge out Jason’s eyes with a rusty spoon, because Zaa was right in that Anivor forced her to stand before the Confederate Council and issue a public apology.  Jason wasn’t there to see it in person, but the recording had so much baleful death fixated in Anivan’s stare at Yeri that if it had been Jason on that hologram, he very well may have spontaneously combusted all the way over at Karis.  Because of the apology, and against his better judgment, Jason had reversed his decision and allowed the Prakarikai to build ships in Kosigi…just with an entirely new crew.  Miaari had reported, somewhat surprisingly, that not a single spy was in that new crop of Prakarikai shipbuilders, which meant that they were just hidden pretty damn fucking well.  Jason did not believe for a second that Anivan had not sent at least one agent to Kosigi to replace all the telepathic Prakarikai Jason had kicked out.


Along those lines, Jason had struck up friendships with both Quord and Krirara.  The Jun had truly appreciated his visit and his candor, saw that Jason understood the Jun in ways that many other outsiders did not, and as a result, they were debating in the Senate Jason’s plan allowing the Karinnes to interdict Jun territory and supply Stargates to all 16 of their systems, with Jun-ara serving as the hub system for the network.  They hadn’t made any decisions yet, but the fact that they were considering it was progress.  On the other side of the things, Krirara was keeping him in the loop in her attempts to rally the Kirri Council to join the Confederation.  She’d managed to sway over two more council members, and only needed to convince three more to get the majority needed.


That, Jason wanted to see.  Krirara was highly intelligent, calm, and rational, and her reasoned approach to things would do well to moderate the rough and tumble Confederate Council.  Sometimes they needed someone around that could look past emotion and see the logic of a problem, and that was exactly what Krirara could do.  Krirara’s title in her government was Moderator, and like Mesaiima, she could bring those diplomatic skills to the Confederate Council to settle things down a bit.  In Jason’s opinion, Krirara Krarou was exactly the kind of ruler he wanted on the council. 

“Looks like you’ve got things right on schedule, Grik’zzk,” Jason noted as they walked past the megaplow.


“This planet makes holding to my schedules difficult,” she answered.  “The soil  is so fertile that the crops are growing at an accelerated rate.”

“That’s a good problem to have,” he said easily.  “What are you planting with the new tracts?”


“Those planters will be planting Shio Inikki bulbs,” she answered.  “The indigenous plants have striking similarity to current crop species, and we have been collecting seed from indigenous plants to begin planting them in numbers.”

“I’m looking forward to that,” he said honestly.  The planet had a staggering number of edible plants, with most of them fruits and seed pod-producing vegetables, even vegetables with edible leaves and stalks that produced sweet fruit-like pods.  Jason had sampled some 120 different RG-118-3A plants, and found every one of them to be delicious.  “Any problems from the Rocs?”


The Rocs.  As would be expected from a gaia-like planet, this planet had a tremendous number of animals on it.  But what made it different from many others was that this planet had megafauna, dinosaur-sized animals roaming around in addition to more normal sized animals.  There were also giant versions of the common smaller animals.  Unlike the plants, many of which were not dangerous, there were a lot of carnivores stalking this paradise planet, and some were the size of the mega-plows they were loading.  The planet had a huge diversity of different animals, and all of them had mega-sized members.  There were hovercar-sized newt-like amphibians in the forests not far from New Trakira, as well as giant reptiles that almost looked like dinosaurs, and giant mammals that were both herbivores and carnivores, and that included some giant birds and flying reptiles and mammals.  Much like Terra before the age of man, many of the animals here had adapted the “size as defense” strategy for evolution.  The Rocs were giant eagle-like birds indigenous to this area that were considered the main hazard, because they were hunters, they flew, and they had a 50 shakra wingspan, or about 60 feet or a little under 18 meters, which made a Roc just a little smaller than a Wolf fighter.  A Faey or Terran would look to a Roc like a squirrel would to a hawk back home, and that was why there were Wolf fighters patrolling the skies overhead, to scare the Rocs away.  The Rocs were the main predator that patrolled the grasslands, hunting for grazers and other “small” game they could swoop down and snatch.

They were coined Rocs because of one of his research biologists, a Terran named Phillip Dawkins.  Rocs were giant eagles from Terran mythology, and he’d started calling them that…and the name stuck.

They’d chosen New Trakira for their first farm because it was in a place where most of the animals were forest-dwellers, so many wouldn’t come out into the open, and those that did tended to be herbivores.  They had no contact with Faey or Terrans and thus had no fear of them, and were quite brazen.  Some of them even roamed the complex, deer-like antlerless animals the size of an elk that were nosing around curiously.  They had no fear of anything in town except the Wolf fighters, exomechs, Sticks, dropships, and the megaplows, things big enough for them to consider to be potentially dangerous.  But aside from that, they were almost a nuisance, because they were intensely curious and surprisingly intelligent animals that liked to look inside almost everything they comprehended wasn’t solid.  It was just their luck that Grik’zzk had not yet authorized harvesting them for food yet.  After that, they probably would start fearing Faey and Terrans, when the hunting parties started going out to round them up for domestication or for harvesting.

That was the upside of a planet that had predators the size of a corvette running around, the fact that they were that big.  There were animals out there the size of a blue whale on land, and even bigger ones in the ocean, where just one of them could feed several hundred people for almost a takir.  As soon as the biologists gave the green light to start exporting native meat, there would be overly curious elk on some dinner tables on Karis.

“So far, no, revered Hive-leader,” she answered.  “They fear the Wolf fighters and stay well away from New Trakira.  The fighters don’t chase them all the way out of the grassland, however.  They depend on the animals in the grassland to survive, and we will not starve them.  Since they only eat animals, they are no threat to our planted crops.  They actually help us, since they attack the animals that do eat our planted crops.”

“That’s the best way to do it, let the Rocs chase out those elk things,” he said, looking at two of them that were walking along the street between two warehouses, what looked like a mother and its fawn.

“The main problem is with a burrowing rodent animal the size of a giruzi,” she replied.  “They are quite destructive.”

“Well, if they’re tasty, we can solve that problem,” he said lightly, which made Kemaari smile a bit.  “But everything looks like it’s at peak efficiency, Grik’zzk.  Which is no surprise when it comes to your office.  The agriculture department never fails to impress me.”

“Your praise humbles me, revered Hive-leader,” Grik’zzk replied, looking down modestly.


“Are you coming with me as I look around?” he asked.


“If it pleases you, I have other duties to attend,” she answered.  “The key to maintaining the efficiency you expect is vigilance.”

“Crack that whip, Grik’zzk,” Jason chuckled, which made the Kizzik clack her mandibles together in amusement.


They separated at a corner, as Grik’zzk returned to the coordination center, leaving Jason and Kemaari to wander around a bit on their own…at least mostly.  Shen and Suri were shadowing them from above, each of them in a Wolf fighter; after all, the main threat here was from the Rocs, not anything on the ground, while Ryn and Dera followed at a discreet distance behind him.  Jason just meandered around talking to the workers, chatting amiably with most anyone who had a moment, answering his questions and just shooting the breeze.  The subjects of House Karinne were fully aware of their leader’s penchant to just stop and talk to them, which was one of the reasons he was so popular among his people.  They never thought he felt he was too important or too busy to talk to most anyone in the house, even the people doing the dirty jobs.  And New Trakira showed how the house was becoming more and more and more diverse.  Faey used to completely dominate the house, but now they were only about 65% of the population, and that 35% was comprised of most every species in the sector cluster except the Kirri and the Jun.  He even had about 2,000 Morbods in the house now…not that everyone else was particularly happy about that, but that really wasn’t the Morbods’ fault.

Morbods were reptilian creatures that were smaller than a Skaa, a little shorter than Terrans on the average, but with a similar basic body shape.  They were a little more erect than a Skaa, much leaner and lithe, but they also had a muscular tail and were definitely lizard-like with their scaled hides.  Jason always thought they almost looked like a velociraptor evolved to a more humanoid body, complete with very nasty claws on their hands and feet, and they were extremely intelligent.  They weren’t unattractive as reptilian species went, but the problem was that Morbods had natural musk oil-producing glands that exuded a powerful stench—at least a stench to every other species in the sector cluster except for a Morbod, and Morbods didn’t have control over those glands.  They produced that god-awful smell continuously, and it was as lingering as it was powerful.  That smell was detectable from nearly a hundred shakra away, and the oil that produced it retained its pungent potency for days if it rubbed off a Morbod’s skin.  The Morbods, bless their scaly hides, understood that their smell made them very unpopular among the other species, so they were very gracious about the lack of enthusiasm most others had at meeting one face to face.  The Morbods in the house wore special armor or suits that contained that smell, since the glands that produced the musk were on the shoulders, hips, and back, which could be contained inside a suit of Crusader armor or a specially designed E-suit.  As long as they wore those suits, the Morbods didn’t smell like a rotting carcass sprayed by skunks and then set on fire with diesel fuel mixed with feces.  They had to put a special simulated oil on the exposed scales to keep them healthy, however.  The musk oil did have a very important function, spreading from the glands and coating the scales to keep the scales and skin clean and healthy.

Jason spent nearly an hour going only about four blocks, stopping and talking to just about anyone that had a moment, enjoying one of the parts of his job that he’d been all but robbed of when Aya put the screws down on his movement and access.  He chatted with a Shio and Bari-Bari loading one of the megaplows, then had a chat with the Jakkan maintenance worker that was closing up an access panel, the Jakkan in his radiation suit to protect everyone else from the radiation he emanated.  He joked with a group of Faey women clustered around a Stick, a group of transport pilots that had dropped off equipment and seeds and were in a rest phase before returning to Karis, then enjoyed a nice conversation with one of the newest members of the house, an Ogravian agricultural expert that was in Grik’zzk’s department.  He did finally manage to make it back to the Marine corvette Jerimin, flanked by two Red Warrior Gladiators wearing engine pods.  The two Gladiators had flown all the way from Karis using those external engines, had even traversed the Stargate, which was a capability the external pods gave the rigs.  Kanri and Ibri were in those Gladiators, one of them leaning a hand on the side of the corvette, in a very casual pose with the mecha’s ankles crossed, sending to each other as they waited for Jason to finish his tour.  Hands off the corvette, woman, it’s not a couch, Jason chided.

We ready to go, Jason? Ibri asked.


Yup, he answered.  Grik’zzk gave us the grand tour, which took all of about an hour.  I’ve just been wasting time before going back, since I don’t have to be at Kosigi for another hour.  We should get there just about on time.

His appointment at Kosigi was to tour the brand new KMS Javelin, which was the prototype frigate.  It had been finished yesterday, and he wanted to look around before they sent it out for a shakedown cruise and testing to see if it was worth producing.  It had taken a little longer for them to produce than Dellin expected, running into a few unforeseen hitches during construction, but they’d ironed them all out and got the frigate finished.  And now that they’d built the first, they’d be able to build more much faster, since they’d have the proper tooling for mass production of the unique parts for the frigate and had worked out an efficient building method.  They just had to find out if they were worth adding to the fleet.  Jason climbed into the corvette and sat back in the tactical area with Kemaari as the crew closed up the ship.  “So, I heard you moved,” Jason said to Kemaari.

“Yes, sister Miaari demanded I live closer to her den,” she said, a tiny bit if frustration in her voice.  “It’s a larger den, but I’d just gotten settled into the apartment I had.”


Jason chuckled.  “Better stand up to her now, or she’ll be coming over to make sure you don’t have any food in the kitchen she doesn’t like.”


“I wasn’t against sister Miaari using her clout to get me a larger den, but we are approaching that point,” she said artfully.  “Sister Miaari has always been a bit…overprotective of me.  I am not entirely surprised.”


“Baby sister syndrome,” he said with a grin, to which she nodded.  “Well, at least you won’t be the baby for much longer.”


“Finally,” she said with an explosive sigh.  Constantly babysitting Miaari’s cubs had caused her father to decide to breed, and since he was the clan leader, his mate couldn’t say no.  That was his right.  So, as of about three days ago, Faar had impregnated Raali, and the next litter of cubs would be along in several months.  Kemaari would be the baby in the family only for a little while longer.  The fact that Kemaari was an “only child” of sorts, the sole cub born when a Kimdori female usually had from two to four cubs, probably made Miaari even more protective.  It was very rare for a Kimdori female to only have one cub.  “But, I must admit that she is just as nosy when it comes to sister Kiaari.”

Jason laughed.  “Miaari was born nosy, Kem.  It’s a good trait in a Gamekeeper, but it can drive everyone else nuts.”


“That’s the truth,” she agreed emphatically.


They traversed the Karinne-built Stargate, and the corvette changed course and headed for Kosigi while its four escorts continued on to Karis.  They wouldn’t be needed now that they were in Karis space.  The corvette entered through the smaller doors and flew past the Imperium and the Urumi construction areas, where larger cruisers and battleships were being built, then they entered the Karinne area, passing through the anti-surveillance jammers and sensor pods.  Dozens of docks of various sizes hung in the gloom, closer together now that they had so much more of them, including them passing by the half-finished superstructure of the next command ship, so big that it didn’t have a dock so much as it was the dock.  Dozens of small platforms and several floating mobile warehouses were parked by the skeletal-looking ship, which had hundreds of workers operating robotic assembly devices, assisted by automated units.  And even there, the jacks were making an impact.  A jacked construction worker was 36% more efficient and effective than a non-jacked worker, due to a much more refined and exacting control of the assembler units they operated.

After nearly ten more minutes, passing by the docks assembling carriers and battleships, they moved into the small dock area. The Javelin was off its dock, hanging in the gloom just outside of it, its running lights on and several support ships, skimmers, and zip ships flitting around it.  It looked just as it did in the holosim, a sleek, narrow-beamed vessel about half the size of a destroyer, the particle beam projector prominent on the leading edge of the bow.  Its very narrow aft wings, angled downward by about ten degrees, widened stern to hold the engines, and a very slight flare in the bow just behind the projector lens to hold the particle stage accumulator, made it look like an arrow.  “That is a very sexy-looking ship,” the pilot noted as Jason and Kemaari looked on from behind.  “Sleek and elegant.”

“We’ll see if it’s all show and no action when we get back the results of its shakedown and wargame tests,” Jason answered.  “But just going from looks, it does look fast and agile.”


“Very,” the pilot agreed as she began to decelerate.  Jason saw Juma, Myri, and Navii on a flying platform not far from the ship, and Dellin was stepping onto it from a saucer, a tiny one-person flying platform for someone to get around without using the engines in their armor.  It looked eerily like the flying disc the super hero Static Shock used in the comic books.  Jason didn’t have his armor on, so the corvette pulled right up to the platform, the pilot proving her skill, and Jason stepped from the corvette to the platform with a wide step.  Kemaari remained on the corvette as it pulled back and away, since she had to return to Miaari’s headquarters.  “She looks good,” Jason complemented as Dellin came up to the console of the platform.


Myleena would usually attend something like the shakedown of a prototype, but she was at the annex getting a very important checkup, and Songa did not brook her patients blowing off their appointments.  Not even Myleena was willing to risk the wrath of Songa.  


“It took long enough to get her together,” Dellin grunted.  “I can’t believe we had so many problems getting the projector into the ship.”


“It’s a prototype, Dellin, these things happen in prototype stage,” Jason told him soothingly.  “You still got it built pretty damn fast despite the setbacks.  I’m quite pleased.”


“Thank you, your Grace,” Dellin replied.  “Ready for a tour?”


“You bet I am,” he replied.  “The crew on board yet?”


“No, it’ll just be us.  The ship’s online but in standby mode right now, and the engines are hardlocked and the computer core locked out by the Kosigi mainframe as per standard procedure, to prevent a remote hack or hijack attempt.”


“Glad to see you still do that,” Jason chuckled.


The ship was as cramped as Jason expected.  They had been forced to squeeze the crew’s space in between and around the systems, so the companionways were narrow, a little twisty, and a little low—no Bari-Bari was serving on one of these ships with a ceiling low enough for Jason to reach up and touch—and the ship’s rooms and bays were as small as they could possibly make them and still make them usable.  The ship would have a crew of 26, and while they managed to follow Faey custom to give everyone their own quarters, those quarters were barely the size of the closets on the Aegis.  The bridge was as cramped as everything else, only holding a crew of five in standard duty rotation; the captain, navigator, co-navigator, tactical officer, and comm officer.  There wouldn’t be an engineer’s liaison on the bridge of this ship, and the exo didn’t have a station, just a chair with jump restraints beside the captain’s chair.  Like all KMS ships, it had no manual controls, and because of the size constraints, there was only one master holographic board showing telemetry from each station for the captain, which was just to the right and forward of the captain’s chair.  Each station was a simple chair, and everything that bridge officer needed to do would be directly fed to them by interface by one-way holograms or jacked video feeds.  Only the captain, exo, and the tactical officer, whose station was directly behind the captain’s chair, would be able to see the feeds from every station on the bridge.  There was a main viewer holographic projector on the forward bulkhead that everyone on the bridge could see, but it wouldn’t be used for station feeds.

Cozy, Jason sent as he looked around.  What’s different that I can’t see?


We’ve installed all the cutting edge tech on this ship, Jayce, Dellin replied.  Everything we’ve upgraded or tweaked is on this ship, before they get refitted into the fleet during the staggered refit/inspection cycles.  The most recent computer advances, the new metaphased anti-striation filters to reduce reactive dissonant decay in the power system, the upgrades to the singularity plant control system, the most recent upgrades to the spatial masking module, and we’re using the new focusing lens and accumulator upgrades 3D developed that gives the particle beam another 380 milliseconds of firing time before it has to cycle, and cuts the reset cycle by 620 milliseconds.  This ship will be testing those upgrades to see how they perform in the field.


Nice, Jason sent approvingly.  It was those upgrades that Myleena revealed when he went to 3D after getting back from Kirri’arr, which was a significant upgrade to the particle beam.  It let it fire slightly longer, but more importantly, shaved over half a second off its recharge cycle before firing again.  What a about the CMS?


Installed and ready to go, he answered.  We haven’t installed a CMS on a ship this big since we converted those Kimdori scout ships to CMS.  But converting those gave us a system for doing it large-scale.  The outer hull is just a skin of layered laminated Neutronium covering the CMS emitters and serves as the conduits for the CMS matrix, and underneath it is the compressed Neutronium carapace.  That gives this ship a tiny bit more armor, since the layered laminate is pretty damn strong for being so thin.  We had a few issues with the Teryon shields interfering with the CMS when the shields were on standby, but we ironed that out.  We still can’t raise the shields with the cloak engaged because of the power drain, but now we can at least bring the shield generators online and in standby mode without messing with the CMS.  That was the last major glitch the development team had to work out, and it took them bringing in Myleena to fix it.  But, she fixed it in three days, Myri chuckled audibly.  That woman is a marvel.

Tell me about it.  So, we’re using the standard destroyer engine in this ship?

Mostly.  Cybi helped us with a redesign to make the engine as compact as possible, since the original Karinne designs did leave the engines a little roomy for ease of access for maintenance.  We took that out to save space.  The engineering department’s not gonna like it, but it’s the only way we could get the engine in the hull.


What are the specs for the redesign?


 We did have to sacrifice some output to get the engines on the ship, but still gets about 80% of a destroyer’s engine output, and they’re capable of full phased translation cycling, they have the upgraded spatial masking module installed to hide the ship from mass variance sensors while the cloak’s running, and they’re capable of jumping hyperspace freely through the interdiction effect.  If the math is right, it’ll make this thing so damn fast and agile it’ll almost be ridiculous.  We had to install some hull reinforcements and inertial compensators where the math says the ship is too fast for its own superstructure, Myri answered.  That’s how we designed it.  Since it doesn’t have the same defenses as other line vessels, it’s going to rely on its speed, agility, and its CMS for protection.  This ship is nothing but an engine, a cloak, and a gun, Jayce, with just enough space left over for the bare necessities

Sounds good.  Now let’s get the crew on board and have them get the ship ready.

Since it was a prototype, most of the crew were veterans in the KMS with years of experience, with just one exception.  Lieutenant Junior Grade Kerak Gr’Vrran was one of the navigators assigned to the ship because he was a Beryan, and a Beryan wouldn’t find the ship nearly as cramped as a Faey would.  He had received his initial line navigation hands-on training on the frigate simulator, which would give him a unique perspective of never having piloted anything else.  The engineering department was all Makati, again because their size would make it easier for them to do the job, and the rest of the crew were Faey except for a single Terran telepath, Ensign Randy Morris, who would be working comm.  Jason and the admirals returned to the flying platform, then moved to Dellin’s command center as the crew arrived and boarded the ship, and just as Jason got to Dellin’s main holo display, the face of Luye Vorarre appeared over the console.  She was a Commander by rank—Commanders usually were the captains on the destroyers—but was Captain when she was on board her ship.  She was a Jeraman Faey like Palla, with cerulean blue skin, and her hair was a mellow tawny color, like a lion.  She was also cute as a button…even her voice was cute.  “Luye, good to see you,” Jason said after she appeared.  “You ready to take it for a test drive?”


“Ready and eager, your Grace,” she replied in her insufferably cute voice, grinning at him.  “We’re removing the hardlocks on the engines right now and are waiting for Kosigi command to send the activation code for the central computer.”

“I’m having them unlock the computer now, Captain,” Dellin answered.  “Your shakedown orders should be loaded and ready.”


“I remember them from the briefing, Admiral,” she replied confidently.  “Computer status?” she asked, looking to the side.


“Computer lockouts are removed, Captain,” a male voice replied.  “Engineering reports the engine hardlocks are disabled and the engines are online.”

“Sounds like we’re ready to go,” Luye said, leaning back in her chair a bit.


“First stage is basic operations,” Dellin said, mainly for Jason’s benefit.  “You’ll jump to the edge of the system and back, then do some maneuvers to test the engines running in standard mode.  After that, you’ll jump out to the gunnery range at planet five for combat stress testing.  After that, you’ll join a task force for a shakedown cruise.”

“No change from the briefing, then,” she replied with a nod.  “We’re ready to go, Admiral   Requesting permission to disembark.”


“Granted,” he replied.  “How are the prototype’s telemetry feeds?” he asked one of his operations controllers.


“Working perfectly, Admiral,” she answered.  “We’re getting all four channels with no problems.”


“Helm, ahead at dock speed, make for the doors on vector A,” Luye said to her navigator.  “We’re on our way, Admiral,” she said, looking back at the holo.


“Good luck, Captain.  Kosigi control out,” Dellin said, and the hologram winked out.


They watched as the frigate entered the transit lane and headed for the smaller doors, but Jason was watching the ship’s telemetry more than the ship, watching its power output and engine data.  The ship was purring like a vulpar, everything running just where Jason would expect to see it, the power plant and engines stable and steady.  The frigate moved out into open space and sped up a little, getting out of the strict speed limit area for ships inside the docks, passing an Imperium cruiser as it turned towards Dahnai’s sector of the shipyard, coming in for a refit…refitting its engines so the ship could jump in real time.

Once the frigate was outside, the ship increased to flank and made for deep space, testing the engines at maximum output, and holy fuck did that little ship move!  All ships using gravometric engines were capable of reaching a speed just below the speed of light, but it was how fast that little ship accelerated that made Jason’s eyes widen.  It had an acceleration curve nearly twice as fast as a destroyer!  The frigate achieved jump distance in only four minutes, and then it screamed to a near-halt, paused barely half a second, then vanished in a shimmer when it jumped out of the system. Jason checked the starchart and saw the ship’s icon appear about half a light year past the system, proving it could jump outbound, then it turned and jumped after only about 80 seconds, the minimum time the jump engines needed to recharge, jumping back to exactly where it jumped out, almost to the millimeter.  Jason studied the engine telemetry, and saw not even a tiny deviation from what he expected to see.  The engines were running perfectly for jumping operations.


Luye then did some programmed evasive maneuvers, which were designed to test the ship’s ability to turn, accelerate, and decelerate in stress situations, and Jason was even more impressed.  That frigate almost looked like a Wolf fighter, slipping and sliding and corkscrewing, turning hard in scissor patterns, executing rapid deceleration and acceleration maneuvers while turning to make it even harder for enemy ships to hit it, and the telemetry showed that the hull superstructure was handling the incredible stress those moves were putting on the hull like a champion.  The ship was small, but it was heavily reinforced and ruggedly built to allow it to handle that stress, and from the looks of it, the ship was very, very well designed.  The frigate was nearly as maneuverable as a corvette, and it was five times bigger than a corvette.  About any fighter but a Wolf or a Warhawk would have a hard time keeping up with the frigate if they were trying to shoot it down.


The ship then slowed down and tested its defensive systems.  The Teryon shields came online, and Jason saw that they came up quickly and smoothly, showing no problems.  Luye left them on for about a minute to let them have some uptime, then the shields came down, the ship turned slightly, then it shimmered and vanished as the CMS came online.  The ship was a black silhouette in space, vanishing off every sensor but the mass variance sensor, a hole in space backlit only by the stars behind it.  And when the ship started to move, it was almost impossible to keep track of it with the naked eye.  The ship then vanished off the mass variance sensor when Luye initiated the engine modification that masked the ship’s mass, what was called “stealth mode,” the engines “filling” the depression the ship’s mass caused in the fabric of space.  The ship couldn’t move as fast or turn as hard while the engines were masking the frigate’s mass, but it allowed the ship to virtually disappear to every known sensor technique save manual optical scanning…looking for it with the eyes.  There was still a bit of a ripple on the MV scanner, but only a trained sensor officer would see it as artificial.  It almost looked like a gravity ripple, a somewhat common natural phenomenon.


It was very hard to see it, but then the ship then jumped again, jumping directly to planet 5 and the gunnery range, testing the ship’s ability to jump while cloaked.  Jason watched the telemetry as Dellin watched the sensors, and they saw that the ship executed the jump and came back into normal space without the CMS coming down. The ship couldn’t run its engines in stealth mode during a jump, but the engines returned to stealth mode barely two seconds after dropping back into normal space, which would make it harder to see coming.


Luye turned the ship’s bow as the CMS was disengaged, and Jason saw the particle beam projector powering up.  They looked at the cameras along the gunnery range as Luye entered the course, saw the particle beam charge to firing power a good half second faster than he was used to seeing, then the projector fired.  A sizzling white bar of coherent particles lashed out from the focusing lens and struck one of the dummy targets, shearing it in half as the beam raked from top to bottom across the metal shell, just a piece of shaped titanium about the size of a destroyer, then the beam went offline as it entered its recharge cycle.  The power built back up very quickly, and it fired again as Luye increased to attack speed, lunging into the gunnery course, shearing another target dummy apart.  The ship then turned along the course path and fired its pulse weapons, twin lines of blazing white bundles of Teryon energy lashing out from just under the lens on the bow, slashing across space and into a small series of metal discs about the size of a city block, targets that could be made cheaply and easily.  The ship then tested its rail cannons, blowing apart more of the target discs along the gunnery course, then fired its particle beam once again, slicing a dozen of them apart in a continuous beam.  The ship then turned away from the target line, looping around to return to the beginning of the range, the particle beam system powering down and the CMS coming back up in an almost exact 12 second cycle, just as the math predicted.


“Not even a ripple,” Jason said with approval as he studied the engine output as the ship returned to the start of the course.


“It does look good, your Grace,” Dellin agreed, the two of them standing side by side.  “I think Lady Cybi’s redesign of the engines is going to pan out, but we’ll hold judgment until we get some uptime hours on them.”

“And the CMS and particle beam cycle time is right at the projection,” Jason added.


“We were very careful to really crunch those numbers, since it’s so important to the frigate’s survivability, Jason,” Navii supplied from the side.

Over the next hour, the four of them watched the frigate take several runs through the gunnery course, putting the ship through its paces, working the weapons, the CMS, and the engines, often at the same time.  The true test of a ship was a combination of its steady performance in optimum conditions and its ability to operate in combat situations, stressing the systems to the limits of their operational parameters and even beyond, and the KMS always stress tested the ship first, then did the time-consuming duration testing. Stress testing immediately exposed any hidden flaws or issues long before they showed up in the less stressful “normal operations” test, though it did come with a small element of risk.  But, more often than not, if something was going to fail, it was going to happen in the stress test.  And it was best to find that out quickly, rather than have the ship have a six day leisure cruise during its shakedown period and then them finding out something was wrong when it got back.  Jason studied the telemetry for most of the hour, and he liked what he saw.  Everything was operating just as it should, well within tolerances.

“I think the ship’s engineering team is acquitting itself,” Jason said as the frigate left the gunnery range and joined a task force of 12 other KMS ships that had finished the stress test themselves, then the group organized into a formation and turned towards deep space to begin the continuous operation phase of the shakedown.


“I believe so, Jason,” Navii said, leaning on the central console and looking at a holo of the task force just as it jumped out in perfect unison.  “The stress test matched the simulations almost exactly.  The frigate is fast, agile, and packs a serious punch.  And with the CMS, it is a stalking predator, ambushing its victim,” she chuckled.


“Dellin, organize factory space to produce frigate parts,” Jason said.  “The instant the frigate passes final inspection, I want them to start producing them.”


“I’ve already worked out a conversion for some of our destroyer docks to change them into dedicated frigate docks,” he answered.  “We’ll be building two per dock.”


“Good call,” he agreed with a nod.  “How’s everything else going?” he asked, turning and looking at the main board.


“Nothing has changed enough to warrant a report,” he replied.  “The next two battleships come off the docks tomorrow, and the last two carriers the day after that.  We’ll be cycling them to tactical battleships after each dock builds two frigate docks during its down cycle.”

“We have the Wolf fighters to stock those carriers?” he asked Juma.


She nodded.  “We’ll still have nearly a thousand Wolf fighters in reserve after creating the new fighter squadrons for the carriers, but we won’t have pilots for them for about four months, so the carriers will be put in reserve until we have full complements to crew them.  Where we’re starting to run short is in Gladiators.  We’ve adjusted our production cycles to get back on schedule.  And I’ve seen that Symone’s trainees are rating pretty high on initial tests,” she noted with a sly look.


“Yes they are,” he agreed with pride in his voice.  “Symone’s a damn good instructor.  Her charisma makes her students listen to her.  But she’ll be off the rotation starting tomorrow.”


“She’s getting jacked?”


Jason nodded.  “She’s been on classroom and simulator instruction only since she got too big to fit in her armor, but she decided to just go ahead and take leave and get jacked.  That way she doesn’t have to deal with assimilation training while she’s also dealing with a newborn,” he chuckled.  “Aaand, Jyslin decided to take the plunge with her.  They’re getting it done together.”

“So, Jys finally caved in,” Juma chuckled.


“She wasn’t against getting a jack, but she wanted to wait until after she had the twins.  She had this irrational idea that getting the jack might disrupt the development of the babies somehow…you know how irrational women get when they’re pregnant,” he said with a sly smile, making sure he was out of slapping range from both Myri and Juma.  “Well, Symone convinced her it was a better idea to get the assimilation done first, and Songa finally beat it through her skull that getting a jack wasn’t going to hurt the babies in any way.   So, tomorrow morning at ten, Songa’s going to do the implantation for both of them.”


“She’ll love it,” Juma smiled.  “I don’t know how I lived without my jack,” she added, touching her interface unconsciously.

“Something I’ll never know,” Jason chuckled.  “Like I need a jack.”


“Rub it in, why don’t you,” Juma smiled.

“Speaking of rubbing it in, I should be heading home,” he noted.  “Meya should be getting off work anytime now.”


“And what does that have to do with rubbing it in?”


“Didn’t you hear?  She’s pregnant,” he said with a laugh.  “And she wasn’t trying.”


“Yours?” Myri asked.


They laughed when Jason gave her a short glare.  “No, it’s not mine.  I don’t father every child in Karsa, you know.”


“You certainly try,” Juma said lightly.


“And you’re complaining how?  That you haven’t had a turn?” he asked pointedly, which made Myri and Navii burst out laughing.


“Why Jason, I had no idea you thought that way about me,” Juma grinned.


“I don’t,” he replied immediately, which made Myri laugh even harder.  That was a serious dig when it came to a Faey woman, that she wasn’t sexy enough to catch a man’s eye.  Juma frowned and put her hands on her hips, but she laughed helplessly at Jason’s sly expression.


Jason boarded the corvette and left Kosigi, but instead of returning to the house he instead had it drop him off in downtown Karsa.  Much to Dera and Ryn’s objections, Jason wandered around the business district in his tee and jeans, taking full advantage of the fact that Aya wasn’t here to make him go home, getting a little shopping done with blissful anonymity.  Dera and Ryn did attract some attention since they were wearing armor, and a couple of people did recognize him, but nobody made a big fuss over it.


This was what it meant to be the Grand Duke, at least to him.  Not sitting on the throne chair in the White House and lording it up over everyone, but partaking in the everyday things that made him the same as everyone else, seeing and meeting the house members in average, everyday surroundings, being with the people he both ruled and was ruled by.  He may be the ruler of the planet, but he came from simple, humble origins, and he never allowed what he was to change who he was.  Jason was a tee shirt and jeans kind of man, and he always would be.


It did present the occasional unique encounter.  Jason was about to board a public tram that would drop him off within walking distance of the strip, when a young voice called out his name.  That made everyone on the platform turn and stare a little bit, when someone called for the Grand Duke Karinne, and Jason found himself looking at a KMS Sailor First Class, a very young Faey woman in her duty uniform.  She wore the duty insignia of a mariner, meaning she was assigned to a Naval line vessel.  Jason doubted she was more than 27, barely an adult, and had probably enlisted in the KMS right out of primary school.  “Your Grace, your Grace, wait up!” she called as she all but ran towards him.


Jason stopped, and his two guards pulled a little closer to him defensively.  The very young Faey woman, who had fairly dark blue skin and glimmering, bone-white hair, ran right up to him and then bowed a bit awkwardly.  “I’m Sailor First Class Rilari Indarre, your Grace.”


“What can I do for you, Sailor?”


“I’m an engineer’s apprentice, your Grace, and I’ve been having an awful time with jumping.  It makes me really, really sick.  Well, like any engineer, when you see a problem, you solve a problem,” she said, looking up at him in admiration.  Everyone knew that Jason wasn’t just a Grand Duke, he was also a highly skilled engineer who had invented many devices, many of which were used in the house.  “I’d been working on some way to make me less sick when I come out of hyperspace, and hadn’t been getting very far.  Then I got this,” she said, touching her interface, indicating the jack underneath it.  “Your Grace, I wrote a program to temporarily disable the limiter and then I play back some of my own sensory recordings while I’m in hyperspace, and now I don’t get sick.”


Jason stopped dead and gave her a long, steady look.  “Not at all?”


“Not at all,” she replied, looking a little more confident. “The playback overrides the sensory ghosts a whole lot, makes them much weaker, and now I don’t get sick.  I’ve been trying to show it to the engineering department on my ship, but they don’t seem very interested.  Since you’re such a good engineer, I thought you might want to look at what I’ve done so far.  I think you could make it better.  You know a whole lot more about the jacks and stuff than I do.”

“You have the program?”


“It’s in my interface memory,” she answered.  Jason immediately queried her interface for access, and she granted it.  He downloaded her program into his gestalt.


“I’ll take a look at it.  For now, Sailor, I will order you not to disable your limiter.  That’s in there for a reason,” he warned.  “Without the limiter, the sensory playback could get too strong and cause your brain to react to it in ways you don’t want to have happen.  I’ll look at your program and what it does and see if there’s a way it can be tweaked so you don’t have to disable the limiter, okay?”


“Okay!” she said with a bright smile.


“And thank you for bringing this to me.  Rest assured, if I can make something of it, you will get credit for bringing it to me.”


“Oh, it’s no problem at all, your Grace!” she almost gushed.


On the tram, Jason picked through the TEL code in the program, and he saw what she was trying to do.  She was trying to make the jack completely override her own senses, disabling her limiter so the playback sensory data “screamed in her ears,” so to speak, drowning out the chaotic sensory ghosts caused by hyperspace exposure.


But she was seriously on to something.  The way she was going about it was all wrong, but she had a good idea, and by the time the tram stopped near the strip, he had something of an idea of how the program could be rewritten to do what she was trying to make it do…not by drowning out the sensory ghosts, but by ignoring them.


Myli! He sent with full power as he got off the tram, then remembered she was still at work.  [Myli,] he communed.


[Yeah, babes?]


[Are you busy at the moment?]


[When am I not busy, Jayce?] she replied, a bit caustically.


[Well, are you not so busy that you can’t spare me about ten minutes?] he asked.


[Now that I can do,] she answered.  [What’s up?]


[Sec, I need Songa too.  Songa,] he cast out into the public biogenic network.


[Yes, Jason?]


[Okay, I got both of you,] he said, then to Ryn and Dera’s surprise, he sat down on the sidewalk in front of a nice Faey-style house.  Give me a minute, girls, he told them, then he closed his eyes.  He built a construct in his mind and then merged to it.  [Both of you query my gestalt and merge with the active construct I’ve put in its public domain.  I want to do this face to face, as it were.]

Almost immediately, Myleena appeared in his construct, which was built to look like the workshop in the house.  Myleena didn’t appear looking pregnant, since how she appeared was how she saw herself, and she didn’t see herself as pregnant; that was a temporary condition, after all.  It took Songa longer to do it, since they weren’t quite as used to merging as Generations were, and certainly not used to merging with a computer or construct on the biogenic network.  It was a bit of an advanced application of the ability.  Within the construct, Myleena looked like she wasn’t pregnant, but Songa looked just as she always did, wearing her red medical coat.  [Alright, girls, on my way home, a KMS member gave me a program she said she uses to reduce the effect of hyperspace on her.  Seems she’s got the same problem Zach does, she’s really sensitive to hyperspace.  She says it works for her, but how she’s doing it is a little dangerous.  She’s disabling her limiter and playing back recorded sensory data while in hyperspace to drown out the ghosts.]


[That’s going to damage her brain,] Songa said immediately.  [Who is she?  I want her in her unit sickbay as soon as possible to check to make sure she doesn’t have any injuries.]


[Rilari Indarre,] Jason answered, and Songa’s construct made a handpanel appear, tapping on it to send down the order for her to be called to sickbay.   [How she’s doing it is dangerous, but she does have an idea.  She doesn’t know enough about how the jacks work to do it safely, that’s all.  Instead of drowning out the sensory ghosts, what if we just completely turn them off?] he asked.  [The jacks are designed not to completely disable the natural senses so people don’t so totally merge that they miss something like their hair being on fire.  Well, hyperspace ghosts are strong enough to overcome the threshold and it makes them intrude, even if someone is merged to a computer while in hyperspace.  I know a few sailors that do it, they try to focus on something like Banyer’s Maze while in hyperspace so they can try to ignore the sensory ghosts.  Well, we can disable that feature of the jack, so the jack can completely shunt off the recipient’s natural senses in favor of the jack’s own input.]

[What do you mean, Jason?] Songa asked, but Myleena’s eyes widened.


[Babes, that’s brilliant!] she declared.  [And it’s so fuckin’ easy, why didn’t I think of it?  We just shunt sensory feed from natural senses in favor of an artificial source!  The jacks can do that if we add a subroutine that disables the routine that prevents a jack from completely shunting off natural sensory feed!  We set it so it can only do that in hyperspace, then have the jack feed the people data from their interface’s camera!]


[Exactly,] Jason agreed.  [The camera doesn’t suffer from sensory ghosting, so it’s going to see just fine.  The jacks connect to the sensory parts of the brain in a way that allows them to completely block natural sensory data, but they’re not programmed to allow that to happen.  Well, we tweak that programming.]


[I think I see what you mean,] Songa said with growing enthusiasm.  [If we replace a sailor’s natural senses with artificial input while in hyperspace, something that can’t suffer sensory ghosting, then it will significantly reduce the chance of our sailors suffering jump shock..  The ghosting happens at the point of sensory interface.  In the eyes, in the nose, on the skin, in the flesh.  The jack’s connections to the brain allow it to be in a position where it can stop those ghosts, since the signals the body are sending don’t get to the part of the brain that processes it.  Instead, it processes feed from a camera and a microphone, sensory units that don’t suffer ghosting.  The interface will convert the raw data into sensory encoding and send it on to the brain, allowing the sailors to see and hear while within hyperspace.  It won’t allow them to use their other senses, but at least they’ll have that.]


[That’s exactly what I’m getting at,] Jason nodded.  [How hard will it be to do it?]


[Hard?  Jason, babes, it’ll take me a fuckin’ hour to write the patches to the interface and jack’s operating system!] Myleena told him with a laugh.  [Like I said, the fix is so fuckin’ easy, why didn’t I think of it?  I almost feel stupid now.]


[You’ve got a lot on your mind, and nobody else thought of using a jack like this either.  At least no one but Sailor First Class Rilari Indarre, because hyperspace makes her sick.]

[Give her a fuckin’ commendation and a promotion, babes!] Myleena said immediately.  [She deserves it!]


[So, you wanna work on it now or later?]


[I can take a break from what I’m doing and do this, while it’s fresh in my mind,] Myleena replied.  [Give me until tomorrow.  I can write the upgrade in an hour, but given how delicate where this is going is gonna be, I want to do some extensive beta testing before we try this on a live subject.  So, babes, tomorrow I’m gonna need a ship’s crew willing to test this.]


[I’ll find us some test subjects,] Jason nodded.


[Songa, we’re gonna need some doctors to be on board to make sure everyone’s good after we test.]


[That goes without saying.  I’ll be there myself to conduct the exams.]

[Good.  I’m gonna go home and take a break.  I’ve been running around almost all day,] Jason declared.  [Keep me updated.]

They broke up, and Jason stood back up with his guards giving him a curious look. “I’ll explain later,” he said, a bit enthusiastic.  If this panned out…then finally, someone will have solved the hyperspace jump shock problem.  Jason could already see that it would only work for someone with a jack, it wouldn’t work for a Generation…but there were only 412 Generations in the entire universe, and a good quarter of those were under the age of six.  It would still kinda suck for Jason to have to endure hyperspace, but if this worked, then his crews wouldn’t suffer from jump shock anymore.  They’d be able to jump long distances safely, which would be critical in the upcoming wars against the Syndicate and the Consortium, able to jump from their home territory directly to the battlefield without having to jump in stages and possibly be seen coming by enemy sensors.  It would give his girls a decided advantage in what was coming, and he’d take every advantage he could get.

But he couldn’t get ahead of himself.  He’d get giddy when Myleena and Songa worked up the fix, applied it, then tested it.


At home, a very pregnant Jyslin was piddling around the house.  She was only about a month and a half from delivering now, and like a typical Faey woman, she ballooned up quickly in the last few months.  Faey had a very different gestational cycle than Terrans.  A pregnancy lasted nearly a full Faey year, some 340 days on the average, which was much longer than a Terran female.  But a Faey baby didn’t develop quickly until the last stages of pregnancy.  They developed much more slowly than Terran children in the first five months, then they accelerated, catching up quickly, then even going past a Terran baby…then they slowed down again.  The result was that a Faey woman only showed a little pregnancy until month 5, then the baby grew quickly and caused her stomach to swell.  She then stayed very pregnant until she gave birth.  The baby, however, was viable, so a premature birth for a Faey woman wasn’t nearly as dangerous for the baby as it would be for a Terran. It was almost like the Faey woman carried the baby an extra month just to be sure, since the baby could be born and do just fine if it was born in the last 40 or so days of the pregnancy.  The baby’s growth actually slowed down in those last 30 or so days, so the birth didn’t put undue stress on the woman, a time when the baby almost seemed to prepare to grow once it was born.  Faey women seemed to be in little hurry to give birth, where a Terran woman gave birth almost as soon as the baby was developed enough to be able to make it outside the womb with little trouble.  Faey women seemed to have personal biochemical triggers that could incite an early birth once the baby was at the stage when it was viable, depending on the woman’s health, diet, stress levels, and outside conditions like temperature and humidity, giving birth at the perfect time to give the baby the best chance of survival.  In that way, Faey women were very different from Terran women, who gave birth as soon as the baby reached a certain stage of development.  Faey women would hold back on bearing the child until conditions were optimal for the baby, at least up until they reached the end of term, when the baby was born no matter what…when the woman could wait no longer to deliver the child without risking harm to herself. Faey called that period the window, the last month or so of pregnancy when the baby was completely ready to make it outside of the womb but the mother had yet to deliver, waiting for that perfect moment that would maximize the baby’s chance of survival after birth.  As could be expected, Faey women tended to deliver early in the window during summer and late in the window during winter, but that wasn’t an absolute.  It was just a tendency.

Those little differences were clear indications that Faey and Terrans were separate species.  They were capable of interbreeding, like horses and donkeys or lions and tigers, but luckily for them, their offspring weren’t sterile.


The fact that the twins she was carrying were part Terran didn’t seem to affect their development.  They were developing along Faey expectations.  She and Dahnai looked like a Terran woman in her eighth or ninth month of pregnancy, and unfortunately for them, they’d stay that way until they gave birth.  Dahnai was predicted to give birth in about 20 days, and Jyslin in 50, but Dahnai was in that window, and could give birth at any time, to the point where there was a dedicated channel that Dahnai and Kellin could use to call him anywhere he was.  And for Dahnai, giving birth very early in the window was not unusual for her…in fact, it seemed to be her normal.  She’d had both Sirri and Shya early in the window, but had carried Maer very nearly to term.

It was weird, but for the Faey, it worked.  And that was what mattered.


Hey love, Jason sent as he came in, then hissed in pain when Dera smacked him on the back of the head.  What was that for?


Just doing it now so Captain Aya won’t have to, she replied lightly.  You know she’s not going to be happy when she finds out you broke security protocols…again.


She should be used to it by now, he replied flippantly as Jyslin laughed.  And I’m surprised you didn’t rat me out.


What could she do if we told her? Ryn shrugged.


What were you up to, baby? Jyslin asked.


Just did some shopping in Karsa, he replied, holding up the shopping bag.  I bought Meya a tee shirt declaring her pregnancy that reads Knocked Up, Father Unknown.  Was It You?


Jyslin burst out laughing.  She’s gonna kill you! she retorted.  Of course she knows who the father is!


Well, who?


Jenn, she replied, which made Jason whistle.


As in that Jenn? he asked, pointing towards Jenn’s house, which was just on the other side of the fence on the far side of the strip, down by Temika and Mike’s house.  That Jenn also happened to be Danelle’s father.

The very one.  She happens to really like him, goof.  They’ve been dating for nearly a month now.  It’s just luck that he’s a Generation, that’s all.


Well, I’ll be, Jason mused.  I’m seriously behind on my strip gossip.


You were away for nearly a month, baby, and you’ve spent the last five days all but glued to your work panel catching up on the paperwork.  Things can change in a month.


Well, moving fast is Meya’s style, Jason noted.  She thinking of something more permanent?

Meya? Jyslin asked with an audible laugh.  That’ll be the day.  She was born to be single.


Hey, you just said things change in a month.  You never know, she just might find a guy that’ll make her settle down.  Maybe I should make sure that happens, it’ll keep her at her fucking desk, he grunted, which made Dera and Ryn smile.  She did four exploration missions while I was on my tour.  And Myra did six!  That’s not running the KES!


They’re just doing what you wish you could do, Jyslin teased.


Well yeah, but I’ve got a big enough club to make them do as I say and not as I do, he retorted, which made all three of them laugh.


How was the frigate test?


Impressive, he answered as Ayama came into the living room, carrying a glass of oye juice. She handed it to Jyslin and returned to the kitchen.  That little ship is as fast as a scared chabi and hits like a Mack truck.  The CMS and particle beam cycles just the way the simulators said it would.  I already ordered Dellin to begin production the instant the uptime target hours are reached for its systems.  If we don’t find any problems, they’re added to the fleet.


Sounds good.  What are they like inside?


Like living in a small can, he answered.  There’s almost no extra space anywhere.  But given what those ships can do, I don’t think the crews will complain too much.


Just staff them with Makati and Beryans, Jyslin sent easily.


The prototype’s entire engineering staff are Makati, for that very reason, he nodded.  I might even put the Prakarikai that joined the house onto the frigate once they finish PTS training.  They’re even smaller.


I still can’t believe they passed the screening.


Just goes to show you, not all Prakarikai are pricks, Jason noted, which made Jyslin laugh.  Miaari almost couldn’t believe it when she told me they passed Kimdori interrogation.  They’re sincere.  And hell, if they’re sincere about wanting to be in the house, we’ll take ‘em.  I’ll give them the chance.

How many are telepaths?


All of them, he answered.  And they’re pretty fuckin’ strong.  Miaari thinks they joined the house just to get away from Anivan’s secret service.  They volunteer the strongest telepaths to serve as spies, and that’s not everyone’s cup of tea.


Kinda like the Imperium, Jyslin noted.  If you’re capable of mindbender training, they make you do it.  You just make sure you wash out.  Most of us Marines are mindbender wash-outs.


Yup.  Miaari thinks they joined the house before Anivan came looking for them.  All of them are very young, barely out of their primary school  Amber bounded in, and Jason picked her up before she tried to climb up his pants leg.  He held the tiny vulpar in the crux of his arm, petting her absently as she settled down; Jason was her second favorite person in the house behind Rann.  Amber was very much a daddy’s girl.  Anyway, the most interesting thing that happened today came right out of the blue.  He related his chance encounter with Rilari Indarre and the program she gave him.  If it works, then it’ll all but completely stop jump shock in the KMS, he told her.  I’m just glad I decided to go shopping today.  The girl said she’d been trying to get her engineering department to take a look at it, but they wouldn’t bother.  Maybe I’ll set up a contribution site on Civnet for things like that, he mused.  I have one for general suggestions, but not one for formal submissions of inventions and such.  It might be a good idea.


I’d say so.  If not for blind luck, we might not know about it, Jyslin agreed.


Well, most of our girls have jumped long enough to have a tolerance for jumping.  I guess it took a new recruit sensitive to jumping to put the spotlight on it, someone who had motivation to try to do something about it.  I’ll admit, I never thought of using a jack like that, and I know how they work better than just about anyone but Myli and Songa.


Too bad I’ll be in my jack procedure, I wouldn’t mind seeing how that goes.


And I’ll be right there waiting for you.  Myli can handle it, Jason said.  You’re just a tiny bit more important, you know.

She gave him a sly smile.  I’d better be.


You are.  Only by a tiny fraction, but we won’t quibble over the numbers.

Jyslin laughed helplessly.


Amber kept Jason company as he sat in his home office and tried to knock down the size of his inbox, napping on his lap while he went through boring report after boring report.  There were only a couple of things in there that caught his attention.  Lirren sent a missive telling him that Teria City had reached the target population to open the rest of the Teria province, so they were preparing two more cities there for inhabitation.  Rund sent him a report warning him that several major sections of the power distribution network had to be taken down for annual inspections, so sections of the power grid would be running on backups from time to time as the primaries were taken offline and inspected.  He also reported that the broadcast power conversion had been completed, and now 100% of the planet had access to broadcast power, even those parts that had yet to be terraformed.

The terraforming process was moving right along, he noted.  They’d started terraforming operations up on the Virgan continent, and thus far, 2.3% of the continent had been transformed into grassland, the grass holding down the enriched soil and allowing other forms of life to take hold.  They’d plant forests on top of that grass in some places.  The ocean project had just introduced Terran sardines to the ocean, to feed on the plankton and krill that had started to really take off, now in sufficient numbers to support something feeding off of it.  When the sardines reached a threshold number, they’d introduce a larger fish that would then feed on the sardines.  They’d also introduced three separate species of birds, raptors to help control the rabbit population, which was getting beyond the ability of the foxes, coyotes, and vulpars to keep down.  One was a Terran species of hawk, the other two were hunting birds native to Draconis.  Lirren projected that the terraforming project would be complete in 31 years…provided nothing happened, Jason would live to see the day when Karis was restored to at least something approaching its original condition.  It could never be exactly as it was since 99% of the native life on the planet had died out in the destruction of the planet, but they could at least turn Karis into something much like the house itself, a hodgepodge of species from all over the galaxy that lived on the planet in harmony.

Oh, ha, ha, ha, Meya called across the strip, aimed in Jason’s general direction.  Jason had given the shirt to Jyslin to give to her.

Truth in advertising, Jason replied cheekily.  Congratulations, by the way.  Maybe now you’ll stay at your desk, he stressed.


You’d better have some chains handy, baby, she retorted lightly.  That reminds me, they finished the survey of RJ-126.  Not much there, but while we were there we got some interesting long-range scans of RK-02.  I’ve put it on the board for tomorrow.  I think it might be inhabited by an intelligent species, from the sensor readings.

What about QME-37?


Not much there either.  At least we can survey in peace.  I sent a survey team to PS-229, and they passed six different scout ships from other empires making for the system.  I can almost see those ships trading fire once they reach the system.


They better not, Jason grunted.  Was there anything there?


A habitable desert planet that could do well with some extensive terraforming, but not much else, she answered.  They moved on to PT-12 to investigate possible heavy mineral deposits in the system.

Sounds good.  So, at least you are doing your paperwork.


I can do my paperwork from the bridge of a scout ship, she replied primly.


This just means I’m gonna pay more attention, he warned lightly.  The first time you send me bad reports, guess who’s getting chained to her desk.

I love it when you talk dirty, baby, she retorted, which made Jason laugh aloud.


Down, girl.  And you’re coming over for dinner tonight.


Works for me, I hate cooking.

Jason leaned back in his chair and stroked Amber’s soft fur.  “My, we’re affectionate today,” he told her when she started to purr.  “And what put you in such a good mood?”


She didn’t answer, not even in her usual ways.  Amber could communicate, if one took the time to learn her language.


“Well, be that way, you silly thing,” he chuckled, scratching her behind and between her ears.  “I should find another vulpar to keep you company while Rann’s at school.”


That got her.  She dug her claws into his hand and growled softly, which made him laugh.  “Point taken,” he told her, patting her on the back.  “Jealous.”

She gave a shameless little yip, then put her head down and immediately went back to sleep.
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Medical Annex, Karsa, Karis

Rann was way more nervous than anyone else.

Jason’s son kept himself all but glued to the observation window, watching with worry and concern as Songa stood at the control panel, observing as about ten thousand automated spiders laid datalines inside Jyslin’s skull.  His very pregnant wife was asleep, her face composed and beautiful as she lay on the table, her head turned slightly to the side as delicate gossamer-like fibers of silicon were slowly pulled from spools hanging overhead and down into the hole Songa drilled into Jyslin’s head, just behind her left ear and along the ridge of bone that was prominent there for both Faey and Terrans.  The spiders weren’t pulling that fiber through Jyslin’s head, they were snipping it off just inside and carrying it into her brain, then laying it like old-time workers laying railroad tracks.  The spiders then annealed the pieces together, carefully laying them so the fibers caused no damage and didn’t interfere with the operation of Jyslin’s brain in any way, threading them along capillaries and between neurons.  The spiders would then temper the fibers to make them very elastic but also as strong as steel, so they couldn’t be broken in case Jyslin suffered a concussion.  The fibers had more than enough slack to allow them to easily stretch and bend in case Jyslin suffered a major concussion, enough play in the fibers to keep them from tearing the brain tissue where they entered the brain.  The status hologram showed that the spiders had already laid about half the fibers and had connected them in to Jyslin’s brain in her sensory processing areas, and were other spiders were just about ready to start wiring the fiber into the memory centers.

Are you sure Mommy’s okay, Daddy? Rann sent, worry rippling through his thought.


“She’s just fine, pippy.  Songa’s done this a few hundred times, she knows what she’s doing.  And let’s not exclude Cybi, silly,” he replied comfortingly.  “Right now, the spiders are connecting the fibers to certain places inside Mommy’s brain.  When they’re done, Songa will install the jackport behind her ear and then they’ll button everything up.”  Rann had been so worried that he refused to go to school, demanding to be there, and Jason had relented.  They weren’t alone, however.  Symone was sitting in a chair, reading something she was projecting from her interface, and she was quite relaxed.  Tim was sitting beside her, working on something on a handpanel, probably something from work.  Cybi was also in attendance, her hologram hovering behind Rann, her phantom hands on his shoulders.

“Don’t worry, pips, Mommy Jyslin’s just fine,” Symone added.  “It’s not dangerous at all.  That’s why both of us are doing it.”

“But they put a hole in Mommy’s head.”

“That’s where the jack’s going to go,” Symone told him.  “The hole doesn’t go all the way through, silly.  Mommy’s brain isn’t going to ooze out of the hole.”

“Oh.  Okay,” Rann said with some relief.


Jason had to smile a bit over Rann’s head at his amu dozei.  Sometimes Symone’s insight into how a child’s mind works was surprising. “Where are we at, Songa?”

“Nearly there, she replied.  “The spiders will be finished with the fiber implantation in about five minutes.  Let’s go ahead and prepare the jack, Fiya,” she told her assistant.


Rann stayed right by the divider and watched as the spiders finished their work, then severed the datafibers, which was Songa’s cue to install the jack.  She and her assistant then implanted the jack into Jyslin’s skull, seating it and holding it down as Songa anchored it, then the spiders on the inside connected the fibers to the jack.  Alright, let’s activate the jack, Songa ordered as Fiya sealed the flesh around the outside rim of the jack.

Jason watched as the jack’s telemetry blinked onto the hologram, as it executed its imprinting program, mapping the unique way Jyslin’s brain works so any computer that talked to it would know how to “speak her language,” as it were.  The imprint process only took a couple of moments, and then Songa inspected the jack carefully with a tool of some sort, then plugged a cord up to Jyslin’s jack and studied her hologram.  She then unplugged the cord, and Fiya smeared accelerant gel around the outside rim of the jack.  That’s it, we’re done, she declared.  Jyslin’s jack is fully operational.  Let’s wake her up.

Within seconds of that declaration, Jyslin’s eyes fluttered open, and she sat up.  “We done?” she asked in a lucid voice.


“All done, Jys,” Songa smiled.  “The jack’s implanted and working just fine.  Can you feel it?”


She closed her eyes for a second.  “Yup, it’s there, I can feel it,” she nodded.  “See, little man?  I’m just fine,” she smiled at Rann.

“And now it’s my turn!” Symone said eagerly, standing up.


“That only took about fifteen minutes,” Jason chuckled.


“She’s done this enough to have it down to a science,” Cybi supplied, which made him nod.


Jyslin was helped into a hoverchair and sent out to the observation room as the equally pregnant Symone all but jumped onto the table and leaned back.  She hugged Rann and put him in her lap as best she could as Songa put her hand on Symone’s forehead, holding it down as her assistant prepared the spiders, suspended in a saline solution that they would inject into the hole Songa would drill into the bone behind Symone’s ear.  “Drill” wasn’t exactly correct, though.  What Songa would do was use a tool to cut away the flesh and bone and then simply remove it, leaving a perfectly sized hole for the jack housing.  The tool would cauterize the flesh to prevent bleeding, leaving a neat hole in the side of Symone’s head.


“Feeling okay, love?” Jason asked.


“Just fine, not even any aching,” she replied. “But now I understand what you were talking about when you described gestalts,” she said, touching her left ear tentatively.  “It’s like little fingers running through the back of my mind.”


“That feeling will pass,” he told her.


“I know, love,” she chuckled.  “Hurry up, Songa, I’m hungry!” she called.

“That’s your fault,” she replied with a slight smile as Symone’s eyes closed.  “We ready, Fiya?”


“Ready, Doctor,” the young aide replied.


“Alright, Symone, time for you to take a nap,” Songa declared.


“Let’s do it, Songa,” she answered, then she almost immediately relaxed.  The sleep inducer in the chair did its work on her as quickly as it had Jyslin.


Tim finished what he was doing and joined them at the window, watching as Symone was implanted with a jack.  It took Songa about fifteen minutes to do it, having really gotten it down to a routine, where she cut out the hole, injected the spiders, fed them the data fibers, let them do their work, then implanted the jack.  The spiders would be pulled out when Songa hooked up the diagnostic fiber, which would both test the jack and remove the spiders, and then they’d be done.


And at that moment, other doctors were performing the same procedure all over Karis.  Songa estimated they were implanting 3,000 jacks per hour at all the various medical annexes, since at any given time about 1,000 to 1,200 of her doctors were doing jack implantations and they could implant two or three per hour—they’d been doing it assembly line style for the last month—and that number averaged out to about 3,000 an hour.  It had evened out once every doctor in the Medical Service qualified to perform invasive procedures had been certified to implant jacks.  3,000 per hour…that was 87,000 jacks implanted a day.  There were already 1,127,580 jacks implanted by the last reported figure, and given the house currently had a population of about 19 million, it was only going to take about seven more months to get every house member that wanted one a jack.


It was exploding outside the house.  The last report Jason read said that the Imperial Medical Service at the Academy was swamped with both jack implantation requests and training doctors from other empires in the procedure.  From Songa’s estimation, the number of jacks would increase exponentially in the galactic population every two months, and Kumi was being forced to lease out factory space in other empires to manufacture the jacks and the jack implantation equipment.  They simply didn’t have the factory space to produce it locally or in the Imperium anymore, not without cutting into producing vital equipment for the war effort.  The lay galactic population with access to the Academy could see the potential in the jacks, as could the rulers, and they wanted them.  The fact that the entire adult Moridon population was all but fighting over who got their jacks first told many of the others just how useful they could be.

And yesterday, Songa finished mapping Kirri brain architecture to allow them to receive jacks.


In just 14 minutes and 33 seconds, Symone’s jack was implanted.  She woke up as chipper as she’d been when she went to sleep, touching the jack and grinning at them through the window as she sat up.  “Alright!  Now let’s go get something to eat and we can start learning how to use these bad girls!”


“You’ll start learning to use them tomorrow,” Songa stressed.  “You need a little time to acclimate.  But you do need to get a good hearty meal, both of you.  You’re not on any kind of restriction activity wise except for not plugging anything up to your jacks until 09:00 tomorrow morning.  That’s when you can start your assimilation course.”


“Aww, nuts,” Symone grunted as she swung her legs over, ignoring the hoverchair.


“You’re the patients, you get to pick the restaurant,” Jason told them.


Symone grinned.  “Then let’s head downtown, I feel like something hot and spicy.”


They ate in one of Symone’s favorite restaurants, which served Terran Thai food, then Jason and Tim went back to work as Symone went home and Jyslin took Rann back to school.  Jason didn’t head for the office, he instead headed up to Kosigi in a skimmer rather than a corvette, and he landed by Dellin’s command center.  Myleena met him there, and the smile on her face gave him hope.  So?

So, we’re all done, she answered.  The Resolute crew volunteered to test the program, and they’re already upgraded and sitting at jump distance waiting for the go signal.


Any problems? he asked as they walked into the command center on the central core.


With the changes to the jack’s programming, nope.  Songa signed off on it as medically safe about four hours ago, but it did require the crews to go to the Kosigi sickbay and have the chip in their jacks replaced.  The old chip version wasn’t compatible with the new programming.


Ouch.  I hope you’ve ordered upgraded chips for all the new jacks?


Not yet, but I will the instant I know it works, she replied.  The crews don’t have to do anything extra, as soon as the new chip imprints, it’s good to go.  That takes all of five minutes after it’s installed.  So, if this pans out, the entire KMS will have to cycle through sickbay for a jack upgrade.  It’ll be easier for moleculartronic jacks, she added.  Those jack chips can upgrade with just software.  It’s just the biogenic chips that weren’t compatible.  So the upgrade’s only gonna affect us, if we release this to the others, anyway.


Of course I’m gonna release it, Jason told her.  Everyone’s gonna need this ability, Myli, not just us. You have the moleculartronic program ready for release?


Not yet, but I will by tomorrow, she answered.  I’m just gonna include it in the TEL code and release it as a new version for the new jacks, but people with jacks already that want the ability will have to go to a medical annex to have their chip programming updated.  That can’t be done remotely.  That’s the way we designed it, to make the jack processor immune to remote hacks.


If it works.

Myleena elbowed him, which made him laugh.  If it works?


Okay, okay, when it works, he corrected lightly.


Songa and Cybi joined them via hologram when they entered Dellin’s control room, and Dellin, Myri, Juma, and Navii were also in attendance.  They knew what was going on, and they wanted to be there to see the results personally.  “Alright, let’s get started,” Myleena declared as she reached Dellin’s main console.  “Someone get the captain of the Resolute.”


“Contact the Resolute,” Dellin ordered one of his controllers.


It was an unusual face that appeared on a flat hologram to the side of the main console.  Captain Vael Karinne’s handsome face became visible, one of only six Faey male ship captains in the KMS.  He was married to Jezzi, one of the most powerful of the Generations, who also happened to be Jenn’s sister.  Jenn and Jezzi were fraternal twins.  “Vael, good to see you,” Jason said.  “You ready to test the upgrades?’

“We have our doctors on board and ready to observe,” he answered, leaning back in his chair.  “We’re ready to jump as soon as you give the order.”


“The jacks should automatically enter jump mode as soon as you enter hyperspace,” Myleena told the handsome red-haired Faey.  “Everyone needs to be wearing an interface for it to work, Vael.  If you don’t have an interface jacked, the jacks won’t enter jump mode.  They have to have feeds from the interface’s sensors to enter jump mode.  And remember, this is a test, not a victory lap, Vael.  Everyone should stay in their jump restraints.”


“We were going to do that.  How long of a jump do you want?”


“Plot a jump that lasts ten seconds to start,” Myleena replied.


“You heard Duchess Myleena, navigator.  Calculate a jump that lasts ten seconds.  Just jump us in the direction we’re facing.”


“Yes, sir,” came the reply.  “I should have a jump solution in just a few seconds.”


“Everyone into jump restraints, we’re jumping in just a few moments,” Vael said, speaking to his crew.  “Everyone must be wearing an interface to test the jack upgrades, so if you don’t have your interface on, put it on before you report your jump readiness.  Sections report jump readiness to comm two.”


“Jump coordinates locked, sir, we’re ready to jump,” the navigator called.


“You’re good to go, Captain,” Myleena told him, bringing up a series of telemetry feeds from the ship, accessing individual crew members by their jacks to passively monitor them.  It looked like she picked crew members at random.


“Alright, as soon as I have green lights across the board, we’ll be jumping,” he told them, pulling down the jump restraints of his chair.


About four minutes later, the Resolute executed its jump.  It vanished from its position at jump distance from Karis and reappeared in deep space between three star systems, Karis being one of them; Karis was in something of a mini-void of empty space, with the nearest star system being some 12.3 light years away.  Vael’s face reappeared on the holo as soon as they dropped back into normal space, and he was grinning hugely.  “It works!” he declared.  “I had no sensory ghosts at all!”


“That’s you,” Myleena said professionally, quelling cheering or applause in the control room.  “Have every single member of your crew report in, and we’ll see how they fared.”

Five minutes later, the doctors on the ship reported their findings.  Every single member of the crew had jumped without sensory ghosts, and as a result, not a single one showed any detrimental effects from jumping.  No disorientation, no sickness, no lingering sensory ghosts.  “Good,” Myleena said, looking at her board.  “Now give me a fifty second jump.”


“Navigation, calculate a fifty second jump in whichever direction makes us appear in the most unoccupied space,” he ordered.


“That will take us out of Imperial territory, sir,” the navigator replied.  “I’ll calculate a jump that will put us not far from Uruma.  We might want to warn the Collective Navy of the jump.”


“Comm three, contact Uruma Control and warn them we’re jumping a ship into their territory as part of a field test of a new system,” Dellin ordered, looking to his bank of 20 comm officers.


“Aye, Admiral,” the Faey woman replied, turning to complete the task.


“While you jump, Captain, I want you to try to do something other than sit and wait for the jump to finish,” Myleena told him.  “Talk to someone, read a report, see if you can perform an activity while in your jump restraints.”


“I can do that, Duchess,” he nodded.  “I’m fairly sure I won’t have a problem with that.  It was a little weird seeing and hearing through my interface, but it wasn’t terribly distracting.  What was most distracting was the numb sensation, like my skin didn’t work anymore,” he chuckled.  “I think if I practice merging to my interface, I can get the hang of it pretty quickly.”


“Part of what this does is just that, Captain.  Jump mode is your jack more or less merging you to your interface, at least enough for it to override your natural senses with your interface’s camera and microphone  A full merge wouldn’t change it very much, but it would acclimate you to the sensation.”


“Ah, okay,” he nodded.


“Jump calculations complete, sir.”


“Uruma control has authorized the jump into their territory, Admiral,” the comm officer reported.


“Then jump as soon as you’re ready, Captain,” Myleena ordered.


“We’re still in jump standby, so we’ll be jumping in just a moment,” he ordered.


When the ship jumped out, Jason glanced at Myleena.  “Why do you want him to perform a task?” he asked curiously.


“To see if he can,” she replied.  “If I did it right, his ability to think and interact with the outside world shouldn’t be affected very much.  I don’t suggest we let them get up and walk around, but he should be able to sit in his chair and read a report without any issues.”


“Why not walk around?”


“Balance,” Myleena answered.  “Songa already warned me about that.  Shutting down the senses removes your sense of balance, and it’s too delicate for me to try to write a balance subroutine into an interface.  They’re safer just sitting in their jump restraints.  If they try to walk around, they’ll look like fresh graduates after an all-night celebration,” she said, which made Myri laugh.


“That’s a good reason,” Myri agreed.


“It would be possible, however,” Cybi speculated.  “We’d have to add a gyroscopic sensor to an interface to give it the ability to detect attitude and motion, and include an upgrade to the interface’s programming to allow it to keep its host balanced.”

“Too much work,” Myleena said dismissively.  “It’s not like they’ll be spending hours in hyperspace.”


“True.”

When the Resolute returned to normal space, Vael smiled.  “No problem, Duchess,” he told her.  “I was able to both read a report and talk with my exo.  I could even send, which I usually can’t do in a jump because of all the sensory ghosts.”

“Good, Captain,” she said with a little more enthusiasm.  “This time, I want you to jump ten minutes out.”


“Ten minutes?  Yes, my Lady,” he said confidently.  “You heard the Duchess, navigator.  Calculate a ten minute jump.  Aim us so we don’t enter anyone’s territory.”


“Aye, sir,” came the response.


The Resolute jumped out just moments later, and while they were waiting for it to return to normal space, Myleena tapped on the console.  “Alright,” she said, when the destroyer was about four minutes in to the jump.  “Contact the Resolute, let’s see if they can answer while in hyperspace.”


Myri’s eyes widened a bit, and Juma grinned.


A moment later, Vael’s face appeared on the holo, looking entirely normal.  “Yes, I can hear you, my Lady,” he said with a growing smile.  “It’s a little weird, but it’s working.”

“Well, cut me from Trelle’s hair, I never thought of that,” Myri said.


“Teryon comm will work in hyperspace, Myri,” Myleena grinned.  “Our ships and probes do it all the time.  We just never used it to contact the crew because the crew wasn’t capable of answering.  Well, now they can.”


“We’re reading you loud and clear, my Lady,” Vael told her with a smile.  “We’re four minutes into our jump, and I feel just fine.  In fact, I haven’t got a single report of anyone suffering any ill effects.”


“We’ll see how you feel at ten minutes, Captain,” Myleena told him.

When the Resolute appeared in normal space, Vael just grinned on the holo.  “We’re back in normal space, and not a single report of anyone having any problems,” he declared.


“Alright, time for a real test, then, Vael,” Myleena told him.  “Give your crew a few minutes to take care of personal business, then jump directly to Exile. That’s a 28 minute jump from your current position.  Do it in one jump, but keep in contact with Kosigi control and also listen to your doctors.  The instant any one crew member reports any problems, drop into normal space.  See how far you can go.”


“Yes ma’am,” he replied.

“One jump?” Jason asked.


“If they can make it all the way to Exile, then I’d say that the new chips are a success,” she answered.

“I’d say so,” Juma agreed.


They all stood at the console for the entire jump, as Vael reported in every five minutes, each time sounding entirely normal, maybe even a little chipper, clearly excited about the idea of being able to function while in hyperspace.  He did do one dumb thing, however, he released his jump restraints and tried to stand as a test…and didn’t even make it halfway out of his chair.  He almost fell to the side, gripping the arms of his chair in hands that couldn’t feel, proving that he had absolutely no sense of balance while the jack was shunting off his tactile senses.  He wisely got back in his chair and locked himself down.


The ship made it all the way to Exile.  It dropped out of hyperspace at jump distance, the blue and green planet hanging in the distance on his viewscreen, and Vael stood up as soon as they were out of hyperspace and gave them all a huge grin.  “We are at jump distance at Exile, Kosigi control,” he declared in a happy voice.  “And we have no crew member reporting any sort of indisposition.  I’d say that the test of the jack upgrades is a smashing success.”


“Yes!” Myleena said, clenching a fist.  That was the cue for the control staff to applaud.  “Bring the ship back through the Stargate, Captain, and dock at the central core.  I want every one of your crew to undergo an exam at the Kosigi annex.  If all of you pass the checkup, then I’ll declare the test a success.”


“Navigator, make for the Stargate, ahead full,” he ordered, grinning in that direction.


“Yes, sir!” came the enthusiastic response.


When Vael’s face vanished, Myleena gave them all a huge grin.  “I have a good feeling about this,” she declared.


“I think we’d better order those chip upgrades, Myli,” Jason chuckled in agreement.  “And arrange a schedule to have everyone get their jack chips replaced.”


“It shouldn’t take long.  It takes maybe five minutes max to replace a jack chip,” she replied.  “The jacks were designed that way.  A destroyer’s medical team could do the entire crew in just a couple of hours.  The trick’s gonna be growing the chips to meet the demand.  We’ll need about a hundred thousand chips to replace the chips we’ve already installed, and that’s only for the KMS.  I’m not offering this upgrade to the civilians unless they’re in a job or a position where they have to jump.  They don’t need the upgrade anytime soon.  We’ll just replace their chips in stages when they come in for annual checkups.”

“Then I think we’d better go talk to the Shimmer Dome,” Jason said easily.


Without warning, Kellin’s face appeared on a flat hologram.  “Jason!” he said in excitement.


“What’s wrong, Kellin?”


“Dahnai’s gone into labor!” he declared.  “It’s the real deal, the docs say so!”


“Already?  She’s not even in the window!”


“She’s had them early before,” Kellin told him with a growing, eager smile.  “So get over here, Jayce, our daughters are gonna be born soon!”


“I’m on the way right now,” he said.  He gave a whoop of excitement and hugged Myleena.  “Tell Jys and the others.  Myri, I need a ship right now!”


“The Iyaneri is in Kosigi, so go jump on it,” she told him with a bright smile.


News of Dahnai’s labor spread like wildfire from the control center, so much so that Haema almost dragged him off the zip ship that docked.  “We don’t have all day, your Grace!” she chided him as she pulled him towards the door leading directly to a rather well appointed waiting room.


“What are so excited over, woman?  It’s not your daughter,” he teased, then laughed when she smacked him on the shoulder.


“I just got word that Lady Jyslin and your family are on a ship and on the way up,” she said.  “We’ll be departing as soon as they arrive.”

His entire family joined him about twenty minutes later, eight of his guards herding his children along with Jyslin, Symone, and Tim.  For the first time in a very long time, Amber had decided to actually go somewhere, which surprised Jason.  She almost never left the strip and didn’t like to travel, but it seemed that today, she felt up to a trip, cradled in Rann’s arms.  Aya made sure to bring everyone’s armor, and the guards started making them change into armor as the Iyaneri started for the capitol doors.  Not even Jyslin and Symone got away with it, for Aya had had armor made for them to fit their pregnant bellies.  The armor plating around their bellies wasn’t nearly as strong as it would normally be, but Aya was willing to give over on at least that much just to get them in armor.  Aya was utterly serious about not letting any of them go without armor anywhere off the planet’s surface that the Karinnes did not completely control.  His kids were very excited about the surprise trip to Dracora, fidgeting enough to make it a chore for the guards to get them armored up, at least until Aya threatened to stop the ship and make it stay there until all of them had armor on.

As they left Kosigi and turned for the Draconis Stargate, Jason kept in touch with Kellin, who was in the room with Dahnai as she started labor.  Labor was a very predictable affair for Faey medical science, and once they got some baseline biorhythms, they were able to predict when she would deliver to within three minutes.  Faey medicine could predict delivery in Terrans and Shio as well, with nearly as much accuracy.  Jason and the family would arrive about an hour before she delivered according to Kellin’s latest update, given over Dahnai’s angry shouting behind him.  Faey women believed the natural course in more than just conception.  A Faey woman would never use drugs to relieve the pain of childbirth unless it was a medical necessity, not even Empress Dahnai Merrane.

“The media know now, Jayce, so we’re diverting you to the private pad so you can avoid the reporters.”


“Sounds good to me,” he said as Saelle appeared in the hologram.  “Hey cousin!”


“Hey Jayce,” she smiled.  “Me and Evin are here and waiting.  It’ll be good to see you!”


“You know it,” he agreed.  “Who else is there?”


“Everyone you’d expect.  Maer and Sirri are around, and the Grand Duchesses are gathering in the throne room for the official presentation of the infants to the Siann.  The Highborns will be coming in in a little bit.  They get to be present for the birth.”


“That’ll take the fun out of it,” Jason noted, which made Saelle laugh and nod.


“They already agreed to declare that they witnessed seeing Miyai born first, you know, just in case it doesn’t happen,” Kellin told him.  “But the doctors said that there’s a 75% chance Miyai will be born first based on their placement in the womb.  Either way, it won’t bother me.  I won’t care,” he smiled.


“That’s why she married you, Kellin,” Jason chuckled as Jyslin pushed her way into the image for them.


“Hey Kellin!  Ready to be a daddy?”


“A natural one?  Oh yeah,” he replied eagerly.  “This’ll be my first child.  I was never lucky enough to get a girl pregnant before I met Dahnai.”


“You were saving your best for the right woman,” Jyslin winked, which made him laugh.


“And when will you be gracing us with your twins?”


“Another month or so,” she replied.  “I enter the window in 14 days, but I carried Rann nearly to term, so I’m not holding my breath I’ll deliver early in the window.  Symone’s already in it by some six days.  Since this is her first pregnancy, we’ll see how she tends to go with Lyra.”


“I thought she was further along than that.”


“Nope,” Jyslin replied.  “It just seems that way since Dahnai’s giving birth so early, almost too early.  I think she’s not even in the window.”

“Actually, she is, but only just,” he answered.  “She entered the window just two days ago.”

“Well then, it just means Miyai and Raisha are healthy and ready for the world,” Jyslin grinned.


“Woops, she wants me, gotta go,” Kellin said, then he hurried to Dahnai’s bedside.  She was in the guest bedroom of her apartment, converted to a delivery room.  Saelle grinned as she watched him go, then looked back at them.  “How long you staying?”


“No idea,” he replied.


Saelle gave Jyslin a close look.  “Jys!  You got jacked!” she declared.


Jyslin laughed.  “Just today,” she replied, touching her left ear.  “I was going to wait until after I delivered, but Symone convinced me that going through assimilation training before I give birth might be the better idea.”


“A good one,” she grinned.  “So, what’s it like?  We don’t really need them, you know.”


“I don’t know yet.  I can’t plug anything up to it til tomorrow, not even an interface.  I’ve been carrying around an interface and just holding it up to my temple to work things,” she laughed.  “Wearing a normal interface puts pressure on the jackport, and it’s still tender.  I just got it today, it hasn’t healed yet.”


“Ah, okay.  I was wondering,” she grinned.

We’re five minutes from the gate, your Grace, Aya reminded him.  They’ll be putting the ship in gate passage mode soon.

“We’re coming up on the gate, so I’d better cut this short, cousin,” Jason told her.  “I’ll see you when we get there.  Maybe half an hour.”


“We’ll be here,” she told him, then the hologram winked off.


It took nearly the five minutes to get the kids all in jump restraints for the passage through the gate, which was a requirement on a ship as big as the Iyaneri.  The ship then powered down for gate passage and was yanked through, and Haema turned them for orbit over Dracora at very nearly flank, probably scaring the piss out of the smaller commercial traffic, seeing a ship that big moving that fast so close to the planet.  They got back on the KSV-10 that brought his family up and disembarked as soon as they made orbit.  Aya piloted them down with Shen in the copilot’s seat, but Jason was too busy to notice.  Dahnai contacted him using the comm in her personal interface.  [Where are you?] she demanded.


[We’re in a dropship coming down to Dracora right now.  How you holding up, hon?]


[Docs say I’ll deliver in about an hour,] she replied.


[That’s not terribly bad,] Jason told her, a bit soothingly.  [We should be there in about twenty minutes.  Just don’t crush Kellin’s hand before we get there.]


[He’ll live, just get here so I can crush yours too,] she replied tersely, which made Jason laugh aloud.


[Aya has me in armor, baby.  You’re free to squeeze my hand as hard as you want.]


[Well that just takes all the fun out of it.]


[Only for you,] he replied, a bit cheekily.


When the dropship landed, six white-armored Imperial Guard, wearing white custom Crusader armor, escorted them into a private entrance on the side of the crystal-spired palace.  Jason knew all of them, and was a bit surprised that the overall commander of all Imperial Guard, Colonel Jayi Feranne, was among the guards with them.  Jayi was nearly elderly, with streaks of blue in her reddish-blond hair and faint lines around her eyes, but she was still tough as steel and a woman that no sane person wanted to cross.  In the five years since Jason had taught Dahnai the basics of Aikido, Jayi had gone out and gotten four black belts in various martial arts and had a hardback copy of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War on the nightstand in her quarters.  Despite her duty, however, she was a jovial, witty woman with a vast, nearly encyclopedic knowledge of multiple fields of study and a nurturing personality.  She defended the Imperial family, but it was also her duty to teach them, to watch over them, to care for them and to help them become the best they could be. She took those parts of her duty just as seriously as she did their physical protection.  Jayi had never had children of her own, but the Imperial family were her children, in a way.

It’s good to see you, Jayi, Jason said as the six guards joined the eight black-armored guards in herding Jason’s family towards the palace.  How is Dahnai?


Close, she replied.  The doctors say another fifteen to twenty minutes tops.  We were starting to worry you weren’t going to make it in time.


I started for Draconis the second Kellin called, he sent defensively.  Is she holding up well?


Empress Dahnai is a tough woman, your Grace.  She’s doing fine, Jayi answered.  She’s more annoyed you’re not there than anything else.


Well, we’ll fix that in just a moment, Symone sent impishly.


They reached the apartment just in time to hear Dahnai give a growling half-yell, caught up in a contraction.  Jason rushed in and saw her on the birthing chair, which was a reclining seat-like device that allowed her to lean back and put her legs up, but also allowed gravity to help assist with the birth.  As was custom for a Faey woman, she was nude, her blue skin sheened in sweat and her eyes shut tight and her teeth clenched as she held Kellin’s hand…or tried to crush it.  But Kellin was a very, very strong man, and was able to withstand Dahnai’s vice-like grip.  Jason reached the side of her chair and put his armored hand on her shoulder.  I’m here, love, he sent richly.  We all are.  We got here as fast as we could.


It almost wasn’t close enough!


Well, it was.  And it’s your fault for going into labor so early in the window, he replied.


Don’t blame me, you ass!


But it’s fun, he replied, grinning at her.  She gave him a murderous look, which made him laugh.  There, now you’re thinking about something other than the contraction.

Few people could tease Dahnai like that, and Jason was one of them.  She panted through her teeth as the contraction eased, then she punched him on his armored bicep.  Why do I even love you, you jackass?


Bad taste, he replied urbanely, which made Jyslin and Saelle laugh.


“It’s time to bring in the Highborns,” the doctor called.  “The Empress will be delivering in just a few minutes.”

Jayi nodded to the guards by the door, who left to fetch them.  The kids came over to see Dahnai now that she wasn’t giving growling hisses of pain, Rann even showing Amber to her.  Then the eleven members of the Highborn Council filed into the room, which was the only time they were allowed in Dahnai’s apartment.  The women were all in formal robes, ten Grand Duchesses and another of Maeri’s daughters, her youngest Hadri, serving as the representative from Trillane.  They stood by the walls and watched silently as the doctors made the kids back off, but allowed Jason and Kellin to stand to each side of Dahnai, holding her hands as another contraction hit her.  “She’ll start delivering on the next contraction,” the lead doctor declared.  “Are all in attendance?”

“We’re all here,” Semoya called.


“The fosters are here,” Saelle added.


“Who’s being delivered first, Doctor?” Carissa Luralle asked.


“Miyai will be delivered first,” she answered.


“Well, at least we won’t have to lie about it,” Emae noted dryly.


Within minutes, it began.  The three doctors attending Dahnai didn’t have to do very much, since this was her fourth delivery, one doctor ready to receive Miyai as the other two kept watch on Dahnai’s vital signs on a holographic board behind the chair.  Within just a moment of starting a crown of nearly white hair appeared to Jason’s vantage point at Dahnai’s side, and barely fifteen seconds later, the doctor was cradling a wet and very annoyed newborn baby girl, who began crying lustily.  Even with her not cleaned up, Jason could see Kellin’s face in Miyai, and she looked like she was going to be a very, very lovely young lady.

“She’s beautiful,” Kellin told Dahnai as she panted to recover.  “She’s beautiful, my love.”


“Her name is High Princess Miyai Saenne Merrane,” Dahnai intoned formally, though a bit breathlessly.  “Second in line for the Imperial throne.”


The doctor put a tool against Miyai’s foot.  “She is in perfect health, your Majesty,” the doctor declared.  “With your permission, I will give charge of her to Saelle while you deliver Raisha.”


“She is the foster,” Dahnai replied, tilting her head back against the rest.  “One more time,” she grunted.


“It’s halfway over, love,” Jason told her, stroking her bronze hair back from her face with his bare hand.  He’d removed both his gauntlets.  “Just a little more.”


“Now why couldn’t you be like this a few minutes ago?” she demanded.


He grinned at her.  “I told you what you needed to hear, not what you wanted to hear,” he replied.


“Letting you go was such a bad idea,” she complained, which made him laugh.


She didn’t have to wait long before she was again in childbirth.  Just two minutes later, she started another contraction, and the doctors urged her to push.  She gritted her teeth and almost crushed both Jason and Kellin’s hands in her grip as she did so.  Raisha came along much faster than Miyai, a head full of jet black hair appearing to Jason’s point of view, but what made Jason take notice was that even through the fluid, he could see that Raisha’s skin was blue, not white like all Jason’s other children.  She had pointed ears like all his other kids, but it seemed that Dahnai’s genes won out over Jason’s when it came to Raisha’s skin color.  But that hair…black hair, just like Jason’s grandfather on his mother’s side.  Jason could see his mother’s face in Raisha’s tiny, smeared face, the same cheeks, the same nose, but with blue skin.  She opened her eyes, and he found himself looking into lucid lavender eyes.  Lavender eyes, black hair…Raisha was going to be a heartbreaker when she got older.

The doctor took Raisha to the board behind Dahnai as Saelle cradled Miyai, smiling down at her with a look of gentle, motherly tenderness, then touched the tool to Raisha’s foot.  “Her name is High Princess Raisha Karinne Merrane,” Dahnai declared formally.  “Third in line for the Imperial throne.”


“She’s in perfect health, your Majesty,” she declared.


“Wow, look at her hair, brother,” Sirri breathed.


“I know,” he nodded in reply.


“She looks just like my mother, but she has your skin, love,” Jason told her.  “And she has black hair.”


“Well, I’ll forgive her for having your mother’s face if she has black hair,” Dahnai said with a weak smile up at Jason.


After Raisha was cleaned up and the afterbirth delivered, the Highborns filed out quietly as both infants were presented to Dahnai, cleaned up and both of them crying a bit.  She cradled her daughters to her breast as Kellin put a loving hand on a quieting Miyai, smiling down at Dahnai with a father’s pride in his eyes.  The kids were then allowed to gather around the chair, as they all congratulated Dahnai and looked at her newborns.  “Which is my new sister?” Rann asked excitedly.

“Well, both are, but this is Raisha,” Dahnai smiled, tilting her head towards the black-haired infant, wrapped in a thermal blanket that kept her at optimum temperature.  “And this is your stepsister Miyai,” she added, tilting her head towards the white-haired infant.

“Oh.  I couldn’t tell,” Rann said.  “They both feel the same.”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean I can tell my brothers and sisters from other kids, but they both feel the same.  It’s kinda hard to tell since we’re all right here and close together, but even from right here, I can’t tell them apart.  And I should.”


Jason was about to say something, but then he realized what Rann was saying.  Generations could sense each other the same way they could sense a Kimdori, and he realized in that moment that in all the excitement, he didn’t notice that he couldn’t tell them apart either.  Both of them made his spine tingle a tiny bit.


Jason reached down and put a tentative hand on Miyai, and almost immediately, he sensed it.  He sensed something that should have been absolutely impossible.


Miyai was a Generation.


He snapped a startled look at Saelle.  [You were holding her, cousin.  Did you feel it?]


[What do you mean?]


[Touch her, Saelle!  Touch her!]

Saelle advanced and put two tentative fingers on Miyai’s forehead, then gasped loudly.  “That’s not possible!” she blurted.


“What?  What’s not possible?” Dahnai asked, looking up at them.


“They’re both Generations!” she declared, which made everyone gawk at her like she was a live snake, and made Sirri put her hands to her face, her eyes saucer wide in astonishment.


“What do you mean, they’re both Generations!?” Dahnai demanded.  “That’s not possible!  Miyai is Kellin’s daughter!  The DNA says so!”


“I have the DNA profile right here, your Majesty.  Miyai is most definitely the daughter of you and Kellin,” one of the doctors declared.


“I know, but she is,” Jason said, sliding his finger along Miyai’s cheek.  “I can’t explain it.  But—“ he said, looking up and contacting the Iyaneri by gestalt, which then connected him back to Cybi.  He dumped everything on her in a microsecond, and he felt her reach back through the Iyaneri and intrude herself into the palace’s computer system.  Seconds later, Cybi manifested in the room—Dahnai had holographic emitters in every room of her apartment—and put her feet on the floor.


“I can offer a theory,” she told the room.  “But mind that this is only a theory.  This is quite a unique circumstance.  Raisha and Miyai shared the womb, Jason, Dahnai.  Generation DNA is reactive to non-Generation DNA in certain conditions, and if they touched while both embryos were effectively stem cells, then the Generational segments of Raisha’s DNA would have overwritten Miyai’s DNA, just as the DNA was originally designed to behave when exposed to Faey DNA.  Remember how the Generations began.”

“Raisha infected Miyai?” Dahnai asked.


“To use a term,” Cybi replied calmly.  “I would venture to guess that when they were embryos, before their cells began to differentiate and before they secured to the uterine wall, they must have come close enough to touch.  That touch caused the Generation segments of Raisha’s DNA to imprint itself into Miyai, and since it happened before her cells began to specialize, it is as if she was born a Generation.   Miyai is still your daughter with Kellin, but she carries those segments of Raisha’s DNA that makes her a Generation as well.  That would make Miyai unique, not belonging to any established Generation,” she mused to herself, but doing it aloud.  She is the first Generation of her line, much as Sora Karinne was.  I must prepare a new genealogy archive.”

“You mean Miyai got engineered in the womb because Generations were originally engineered by the Karinnes?” Dahnai gasped.


“Yes, but certainly not intentionally so,” Cybi answered. “It only happened because Miyai was still nothing but stem cells when they touched.  That is truly an incredibly rare coincidence.”

“I…I can’t believe it,” Kellin breathed, squeezing Dahnai’s hand.  “Will Miyai be alright, Cybi?”


“She will be fine, Prince Kellin,” Cybi assured him with a gentle expression.  “The medical scanners in the room are not as precise as those I am used to, but from what I can detect, Miyai is perfectly healthy and is perfectly fine.  She will develop and grow like any other Faey, and also like any other Generation.  The imprint of Generation DNA into her did her absolutely no harm.  After all, that is how it was designed to happen. Even after 98 Generations, that basic behavior of Generation DNA remains.  But this is about the only scenario I can compute where it would be possible for a Faey to become a Generation without either being the direct descendent of a Generation or exposed to the original retrovirus that turned Faey into Generations.  It was the perfect alignment of chance occurrences leading to this highly improbable outcome.  The odds that two zygotes would actually touch before they began differentiating is very, very remote, and then the chance that Raisha’s DNA would imprint into Miyai even more so.”

Dahnai looked to her doctors.  “That information does not leave this room,” she declared in an intense voice despite her exhaustion.  “I made a promise to Jason and to the Karinnes, and I intend to keep it.”


“That makes me feel a whole lot better, love,” Jason told her, patting her on the shoulder.


“It’s simple protection of the Generations as a species, and the Faey too,” she replied flatly.  “If someone finds out what Cybi just said, no Generation would be safe ever again, anywhere.  They’d realize that a Generation’s DNA could be engineered back into a retrovirus to produce Generations in a way other than cloning, and if someone actually did it, that would put the entire Faey population at risk.  A retrovirus that mutates the host’s DNA is not something I want running around in my Imperium, no matter what it does.  If it mutated beyond the way it was programmed to behave, it could become a plague that might wipe out our entire species.  I do not want that information leaving this room.”


“If that is so, then the fact that Miyai is a Generation must be kept an absolute secret,” Cybi warned.  “The Imperium knows that Raisha is a Generation already, which might give us all a convenient excuse to give Miyai the training she needs without rousing suspicion.  You simply keep them together at all times, Empress Dahnai.”

“That goes without saying,” Dahnai agreed.  “I was going to begin my maternity tomorrow, but not now.  Jayi, send to the Highborns that I’m feeling much better than I expected, and I’ll be departing for Karis in about an hour.  Cybi, as soon as I feel up to moving, we’re coming to Karis.  I want you and the Karinne doctors to give all three of us the mother of all examinations to make sure we’re all healthy, we’re all okay.”


“I will alert Doctor Songa right now and inform her of the situation.  She will be waiting for you,” she nodded in reply.  “And I am already building a database to analyze this situation.  My analysis should be complete when I receive the detailed medical scans from your exam here on Karis.  I will be able to give all of you a much more detailed explanation of what happened once I have those logs.”

“I’ll have a hoverchair brought for your convenience, your Majesty,” one of the doctors said.  “As soon as you feel ready to move to the hoverchair, we can get you to your transport.”


“I’ll warn Haema that she’ll be taking all of us back to Karis on the Iyaneri,” Jason added, doing so by gestalt.

“Well, this is not how I expected today to go,” Dahnai sighed, cuddling her daughters to her breast.  “But despite this headache, I’m still very happy.  The two loves of my life have each given me the most precious of gifts.  I’m truly the luckiest woman in the Imperium,” she said, smiling up at both Jason and Kellin with love radiating from her exhausted eyes.


“You’re the luckiest woman in the Imperium, but I’m the happiest person in the Imperium right now, love,” Kellin replied, leaning down and kissing her tenderly on the forehead.


She let that tender moment linger, then looked back at one of the doctors.  “Ladies, I’m going to need you on Karis to assist Doctor Songa and Cybi, so you just got a temporary assignment.  All three of you are staying with me all the way to Karis, and when we get there, you’ll be joining my medical staff there at the summer palace on Karis for the next five or six months.  You can bring your families if you want, there’s plenty of room there for them.”


“Seriously, your Majesty?”


“I’m completely serious, Doctor,” she answered with a nod.  “I know that you just working in the palace means you passed the security screening and I can trust you to keep this quiet, but this is a bit different.  Given what you know, I want you safe as well.  If someone somehow found out what you know, you’d become targets, and I will not jeopardize the life of a doctor,” she said vehemently.  “And you can’t get any safer than being on Karis, Doctors.  So, you’ll be staying at the summer palace for a few months, and when things quiet down, you’ll return to your duties in the palace.  So don’t think that it’s a prison sentence.  I just want you three to be safe, because you just got seriously raised to a new security level.”  She looked to Jayi.  “Warn their families about the transfer and tell their husbands that they can come too if they want,” she ordered.  “Tell my staff at the summer palace that I want them to have nice quarters, the ones with patios in the south wing.  They deserve a bit of luxury for their inconvenience.”

I’ll take care of it, your Majesty, Jayi nodded.


“Don’t worry, ladies, you’ll enjoy the summer palace,” Jason assured them.  “The staff there can travel to Karsa so they can shop and relax, so you won’t be spending all your time on the island.”


“Nope,” Dahnai nodded.  “You’ll be some of the rare few non-Karinnes that can travel freely to and from Karsa.  That list only includes about four other names outside of the people who work at the summer palace.  You’re in very rare and noble company now, ladies,” Dahnai chuckled weakly.  “Now let’s forget that for a second and spend a little time admiring our new baby girls,” she smiled at them.
