
They said that I could express at any time, that it may be the next day, or the next year.

They were only one day off.


It’s hard to explain what telepathy is like for people who don’t have it, and mine started off almost exactly the way they said it would.  At first, I was hearing faint voices in my head, like thoughts that weren’t my own.  I was editing a new viddy, pulling footage from my archives to make it, and I started to notice it.  I was hearing two people having a discussion of some sort, but I couldn’t make out any details.  It was like a murmuring in my mind, and the words…they weren’t words.  They were like concepts, feelings, thoughts, and they didn’t seem to make sense until I started trying to actively listen to them.


It was then that I realized that I was hearing two telepaths who were “talking” to each other.  They call it sending, and the Medical Service said it would be the first thing I’d hear because it was much “louder” than other thoughts.


And it scared me.  I had to get control of myself when I realized I was hearing telepathy, and I was on the vidlink to the Medical Service so fast that I think I broke something.  They’d given me a special contact number to report that I’d expressed, and the holo popped up to show a very young Faey man, barely more than a teenager.  I swallowed my fear seeing that face and told them what I was hearing, and after just a couple of questions, the kid confirmed that I’d expressed.  He then tried to arrange for me to talk to a telepath instructor that would walk me through how to close my mind over the vidlink, and when he couldn’t find one that wasn’t Faey, he told me he’d have them call me back.  And in the meantime, I should try the exercises they’d sent to everyone that had been infected, to see if I could learn how to close my mind on my own.


Those lessons weren’t very good ones.  The datafile read like stereo instructions, and I couldn’t understand what the goal of the lesson was.  I just said several variations of focus your thoughts through the distractions, and the distractions will disappear.  The file said that the key to closing your mind was both wanting it to be closed and “tuning out” what you were hearing like you were ignoring a barking dog.

Well, clearly I wasn’t very good at it.  I tried and tried, for hours I tried, and I could still hear the other telepaths in the building.  I heard more and more of them—I was honestly surprised there were so many in the building—until it was a constant dull roar in my mind, threatening to drown out my own thoughts.


It was hard to think.  It was hard to concentrate on my own thoughts.  It was hard to do much of anything, even play CO, because the thoughts, the voices, they were bleeding through the merge, they were still audible.


That started three days of absolute hell.  As the hours passed, the voices got louder and louder, and then I heard more and more of them as I started to hear the non-telepaths.  I couldn’t relax, I couldn’t rest, I couldn’t sleep.  I called the Medical Service again and again, even at one point outright begging for help, but they wouldn’t offer any teacher other than a Faey, and there was no way in hell I was going to let a Faey into my mind.  It was like being stuck in a football stadium with every seat filled, every person holding a bullhorn, and all of them pointed right at me as they shouted at the top of their lungs.


I endured that for three long, exhausting, horrific days.


And after that?  I honestly have no idea.


It was the same thing all over again.  One moment I was laying in bed at four in the morning, desperately trying to tune out the voices so I could sleep, and the next thing I knew, I was waking up in a bed that was not my own.  The voices were gone, it was completely quiet, serene, and I almost thought I was dreaming, at least until I opened my eyes.  I woke up not in my room, not even in the annex, but in the back of a fairly large skimmer or dropship that had a hospital bed in the back of it, in which I was laying.  The back cargo hatch of the vehicle was open, showing a white sand beach, and I could feel the warmth, smell the sea, and hear the waves crashing just meters away.  I put a hand to my head and sat up, trying to figure out where the hell I was, if I was dreaming, if I was somehow merged and this was a simsense, until I got out of the bed and stepped to the back of the ship, looking out.  There was a human woman sitting on the beach about five meters away, a woman with red hair who was leaning back on her hands, her feet bare and one of them kicking idly in the air.  She was wearing a blue tank top and a pair of khaki cargo shorts, her feet bare.  Her skin was very fair, and she had freckles on her shoulders and upper arms.  I could tell that she was a Generation just by looking at her, despite the fact that I couldn’t see her eyes.  She didn’t look back at me, but it was clear she knew I was awake.  “Finally woke up, I see,” she said, looking over her shoulder at me.  Her accent was exotic, and it took me a moment to recognize it as Scottish.  “An’ how are ye feelin’?”

“Confused,” I replied.  “Who are you?”


“Rahne.  Rahne Karinne,” she replied, patting the sand beside her.  I walked down the ramp, over to her, and sat down.  “Jason sent me.”


“Jason?  The Grand Duke?” I asked.


She nodded without looking at me.


“What happened?  Where are we?”


“Right now, we’re on a small deserted island in the Pacific,” she answered.  “The nearest open mind is a thousand kathra away.  I figured this would be the best place ta’ take ye.”


“Why?”


She looked over at me.  “Ye suffered a schism,” she told me.  “Do ye ken—understand what that is?”


I shook my head.


“It’s when a telepath loses control and lashes out at everyone around him,” she replied.  “Ye were overwhelmed by the thoughts o’ everyone around ye, by the voices that ye couldn’t tune out, and ye lashed out, tryin’ ta’ make them stop.  They had ta’ send the Imperial Marines ta’ rein ye in,” she said evenly.  “An’ och, even they had a hard time subduin’ ye.  Understand, Kevin, that emotions fuel yuir power.  Ye were so keyed up, so agitated, that it took five Imperial Marines ta’ bring ye under control.  Methinks the fact that they were Faey was what drove ye ta’ such a state,” she mused.  “When Faey tried to rein ye in, ye attacked them out o’ fear.  I canna’ say I blame ye.”

I just looked at her.


She glanced over at me.  “So, here we are, in a nice quiet place, where ye won’t be hearin’ any voices tryin’ ta’ distract ye as I teach ye how ta’ close yuir mind,” she told me.  “Once I’m sure ye’ve got that mastered, I’ll be takin’ ye home.  Once ye can close yuir mind, yui’ll be fine ta’ be around other people again.  After yui’ve had a little time to rest and settle in, open yuir bandwidth a bit, then we can start on yuir other lessons.”

“What other lessons?”


She looked at me.  “Kevin, yuir one of the most powerful telepaths on this planet,” she said seriously, which made me nearly gape at her.  “Yuir so strong, ye may be as strong as Jason himself, and Jason is the documented most powerful human or Faey male telepath alive.  Yuir more powerful than the Marines that tried ta’ stop ye, which is why it took so many o’ them to bring ye ta’ heel.  That kind o’ power means ye need someone ta’ teach ye how to control it, one on one.  When  Jason found out about it, he sent me ta’ help ye.  I’m a human, so ye dinna’ need ta’ worry about having ta’ learn from a Faey, and ta’ be honest, I’m stronger than ye are.  As strong as ye are, ye need someone stronger than ye ta’ teach ye in case ye lose control again.”

I took in what she said, as she fell silent and let me ponder her words.  So, I’d lost control of myself and went crazy, and it took soldiers to subdue me.  And I was so strong that this woman—Rahne—had brought me out to the middle of nowhere so she could teach me without any distractions.  If anything, that told me that she wasn’t joking.  She was a Karinne, so that meant that she had to be one of the original Generations...and I figured she had to be like stupid strong, since she wasn’t afraid of me.  If I lost control again, she must be confident she could subdue me herself.


“I…hope I didn’t hurt anyone,” I finally said.


“Nothing a night’s sleep won’t fix,” she said with a smile over at me, which was quite darling.  “Lucky for ye, there was a squad of Marines only a few blocks away when ye lost control.  They reacted within a minute after ye became a danger ta’ others.  Ye were within their telepathic range.”


“Why don’t I remember it?”


“That’s normal.  When yuir in that state, yuir brain is unable ta’ form new long term memory,” she answered.  “So everything that happened is forgotten, as well as some o’ what happened before it.”


“Huh,” I said, leaning back on my hands, processing that.  “Is it hard?”


“Closing yuir mind?  Naw, it’s easy, but some people canna’ learn it from a datafile.  That’s why I’m here,” she replied.  “But there’s much more ye need ta’ know.  A telepath as strong as ye needs ta’ be taught well beyond most others so ye dinna’ pose a danger ta’ those around ye.  I’d plan on daily lessons for at least the next month, possibly two, Kevin,” she said evenly, looking over at me.  “Depending on how quickly ye pick things up.”


“Oh.  Okay,” I said mildly.  “When are we starting?”


“Whenever ye feel up ta’ it,” she replied, kicking her foot idly, kicking a little sand further down the beach.  “Ye just woke up, after all, I dinna’ mind if ye wanna rest a bit before we get started.  There’s some food in the dropship if yuir hungry.  Just mind, we willna’ be leavin’ this island until ye can close yuir mind.  So how long we stay here depends on ye.”


“I am a little hungry.  Mind if I eat, and then we start?”


“Fine wi’ me,” she smiled over at me.  “Galley’s on the left, just past the bed.”

I got up and turned around, and realized that I’d never seen that kind of ship before.  It was pretty big, with a sleek, long body that widened at the stern for the stern ramp, which opened to the cargo area where the bed I’d been in was secured to the deck. There was a galley past it, on the left, and there was a table with two seating benches built into the bulkhead on the right.   “What kind of ship is this?  A dropship?”


“KP-E111, built by the Karinnes,” she answered.  “It’s a military dropship, not a skimmer, used primarily by the KES for extended exploration missions on a planet.  That’s why it has a galley and room for beds in the back, because the crew may be on the planet for a while as they do their research.  If ye look close above the stern door frame, ye’ll see a gunport.”

“Is it yours?”


“Nay, I have a skimmer, but they decided ta’ bring me over in a military ship rather than me fly over in my skimmer.  I’ll be stayin’ on the ship while I’m here rather than stayin’ in a hotel.”


“Wait, what about the quarantine?  Aren’t you breaking it by being here?”


“Aye,” she replied, getting up herself.  “But that’s a moot point now.”


“What do you mean?”


“I guess it’s okay ta’ tell ye,” she said.  “Jayce didn’t say ta’ keep it quiet.  The quarantine has failed,” she told me.  “There’s a new strain o’ the retrovirus on Terra that can infect anyone, which is the same strain that’s infected Karis.  Me bein’ here didna’ bring the new virus to the planet, because it was already here.”


“Whoa!  You mean even like my Verutan and Keelo neighbors can catch it?”


“Aye,” she replied evenly.

“And you’re taking me back, putting me inside the quarantine shield in my building?  Won’t I infect everyone else?”


“Aye, ye will,” she replied bluntly.  “But at this point, Kevin, it doesna’ matter anymore.  The virus canna’ be stopped.  Me takin’ ye home only means that the people in yuir building will be infected sooner than later.  It’s in the symbiotes.”


“In the…the what?”


“The Kirri carry microbes call symbiotes,” she explained.  “They saturate all planets in the Kirri empire.  But they’re not a disease, they’re beneficial.  They live in symbiosis wi’ the Kirri, and they’re harmless ta’ everyone else.  Well, the Kirri have been on Terra long enough, an’ in enough numbers, ta’ spread their symbiotes across the planet.  These symbiotes are different from other microbes, Kevin, because they can move easily in an’ out of a host body.  The virus gets into the symbiotes, the symbiotes bring them inta’ a host through the body’s usual defenses, then the virus leaves the symbiotes an’ infects the host.  So, it’s the symbiotes that are what’s infecting everyone.  Kim is goin’ ta’ announce that the quarantine failed and tell everyone about the new strain o’ the virus,” she told me.  “The new strain of the virus is spreadin’ like wildfire as we speak, an’ the only way ta’ stop it is with complete medical isolation, an E-suit or a quarantine field.  An’ there’s no way to put every building on the planet in quarantine,” she said evenly as we walked back towards the dropship.  “So, Kim is gonna do what we did on Karis.”

“What’s that?”


“Offer everyone a choice,” she replied as we started up the ramp.  “Anyone who wants ta’ be a Generation will be released from quarantine, an’ those who don’t, the Medical Service is gonna do what they can ta’ make sure they’re not infected.”


“Whoa, you mean like everyone on Karis is a Generation now?”


“Just about,” she nodded.  “An’ if they’re not, they soon will be.  The people there, they know us, so they’re not afraid o’ us.  They’ve seen what we can do, an’ they want ta’ do it too.  Canna’ blame them,” she said musingly as we went past the bed and to where she said the galley was.  “I dinna’ know what it’s like to be anythin’ other than a Generation, but I can ken that people who aren’t would like ta’ be, ta’ do what we can do.”


“So I was right.  You are one of the original Generations,” I blurted.


“Aye,” she smiled over at me.  “One o’ only two original Terran Generations.  Me, an’ Jason.  Up until about a month ago, we two an’ my son Sean were the last o’ our kind.  But not anymore,” she added lightly.  “Ye are as much a Generation as I am, Kevin.  The fact that ye weren’t born a Generation means nothing.  Ye are a Generation.  I look at ye, and I know.”

“That is a bit weird.”


“Ye get used to it,” she grinned as she opened a refrigerator, then pulled out a pre-made plate of food.  She handed it to me, then pulled one out for herself.  “Let me tell ye, it’s been the strangest thing ta’ see people I dinna’ know who are Generations.  There were only about three hundred o’ us before, and now they’re like everywhere.  I sometimes feel like I have whiplash.”


I had to laugh.


We talked about other stuff as we ate, as I got to know her.  She was a really nice woman, was older than I expected—she looked only in her twenties, but she was in her thirties—and worked in the Karinne government’s version of the Department of the Treasury.  She was one of the people handled the finances of the house, both her and her husband, who was named Adam.  They had a son, Sean, and I was surprised to find out she was pregnant with a daughter.  And since she didn’t show at all, she had to be very early in her pregnancy.  “We just found out a bit ago,” she said, putting her hand on her stomach lovingly.  “We’ve decided ta’ name her Mary.  Mary Elisa Karinne.”


“Congratulations,” I told her.  “Looking forward to it?”


“Oh aye, aye!” she replied happily.  “At least this time, me an’ Adam will know what ta’ do,” she added with a grin.


I had to laugh.  “You’re an expert by now.”


“It’s truly a blessin’ ta’ have a baby, Kevin.  I hope ye get to experience that joy yuirself someday.  Now, then, feel up to a little practice?”


“Given neither of us can leave until I get home, yes.  Let’s do this,” I answered.


We went back out to the beach, and she first explained to me what we were doing, in terms that made it much easier to understand than that online self-study course.  “Closing yuir mind accomplishes two very important goals, Kevin,” she said as we sat down in the sand, facing each other.  “First, it closes yuir mind ta’ the stray thoughts o’ others.  It quiets the voices,” she explained.  “And that’s critical ta’ keep yuir sanity.”


“Tell me about it,” I growled.  “I spent nearly four days hearing the thoughts of other people in the building, and it nearly drove me insane.”


“As strong as ye are, ye were probably hearin’ the thoughts o’ people up ta’ fifty kathra away,” she said seriously.  “There had ta’ be so many, I dinna see how ye lasted four days before suffering a schism.  Anyway, the second thing closing yuir mind accomplishes is that it seals away yuir own thoughts from others, including other telepaths,” she continued.  “With yuir mind closed, other telepaths canna’ hear what yuir thinking, an’ the only way they can hear them is ta’ literally attack ye. So, Kevin, learnin’ ta’ close yuir mind with stop the voices an’ protect ye from other telepaths hearing what yuir thinkin’.”


“That sounds wonderful to me,” I said seriously.  “But if your mind is closed, how can you hear what other telepaths are saying?”


“Sending?” she asked, and I nodded.  “That’s because sending is, in a way, louder than yuir thoughts, loud enough for ye to hear it with a closed mind.  Think of closing yuir mind as wearing a set of headphones, and sending is someone talkin’ loud enough for ye to hear them through them.”


“Oh.  Okay, that makes sense.  So, how do I do it?”


And that started my first lesson in being a Generation.  The reason she was there in person, I found out, was because she needed to be able to touch me to help me learn.  She said that telepathy is stronger, more powerful, when the telepath is touching skin to skin—the Shio custom of not touching skin to skin suddenly came to mind—and she taught me not with words, but with thoughts.  We sat there in the sand on the beach of that tiny deserted island facing each other, holding each other’s hands, and I learned how to close my mind by her talking to my mind instead of to my ears.

It took me about an hour to figure it out, and when I did, I felt almost stupid.  It seemed, well, easy, and I’d spent nearly a week trying to wrap my head around an idea that seemed simple as two plus two after Rahne walked me through it.  But she didn’t just declare me good to go and take me home.  She kept me there for nearly four hours, walking me through it again and again, then testing my closed mind by creating “noise” that I had to actively tune out.  She went one step past that and started teaching me the very basics of sending, of how to project my thoughts beyond the bounds of my own mind that other telepaths could hear, but that was more explaining the theory behind it than having me actively practice it.

We were there long enough for us to hear the official announcement.  A camera pod came out of the dropship and projected a hologram in front of us, which showed the Secretary General, Kim Duk Moon. We listened as he basically repeated what Rahne had said, that the quarantine effort had failed and that a new strain of the virus that infected everyone was now on the planet.  “The Faey Medical Service has determined that there is simply no way to stop this virus,” Kim said soberly.  “But what is more, the appearance of a mutated form of the virus has caused them to worry that the virus may mutate into something that could be dangerous to us all.  Because of that, the empires infected by this virus have decided to stop trying to contain it, and we shall follow suit.


“What that means, citizens of Terra, is that you are now being offered a choice.  If you want to become a Generation, you will inform the Terra Medical Service of your interest and they will release you from quarantine.  You will be free to return to your job and your life, and when you become infected and transition, you will enter into a training program being set up by the Academy to teach you how to use telepathy.  If you do not want to become a Generation, then you will inform the Medical Service, and they will do what they can to prevent it from happening.  You should understand, however, that this will require you to enter complete medical isolation, quarantine within a containment facility for however long it takes for the virus to die off.  This could be months.  Maybe even years,” he stressed.  “But the option is there for anyone who does not wish to be changed.  If you don’t want to be a Generation, the Medical Service will do whatever it can to help you.  But be warned,” he said strongly.  “Because the virus is already loose on the planet, you may already be infected, so you may be changed whether you want it or not.  And if you want to avoid becoming a Generation, you have to tell us right now, so you can enter medical isolation as quickly as possible.  Just keep in mind that if you enter isolation and change your mind, you will be allowed to leave isolation and become a Generation.  Remember, understand, that you cannot be changed back if you do.  If you make that choice, it is permanent,” he warned.

“Those who have already been infected by the virus are now officially released from quarantine,” he continued.  “If you’ve been infected and have transitioned, you are cleared to return to work and your daily lives.  Law enforcement will no longer enforce the quarantine efforts, so if you’ve decided to become a Generation, you may leave your home.  Just remember that you have to register with the Medical Service so they can schedule you for your classes after you transition.


“I know that this is going to create a great deal of change and upheaval on Terra,” he said simply.  “And for that, we apologize.  But we Terrans are a strong people, a resilient people, and I know that we can adjust to this new normal and move forward stronger and better than we were before.  I ask that all of us, Terrans, citizens, visitors, students, show kindness and consideration for one another during this time of change.  Everything will be alright so long as we be kind to one another.  Information will be appearing on your vidlinks and interfaces in the next few moments about these changes.  That is all.  Have a pleasant day, everyone.”  And the hologram winked out.


“Wow,” I breathed.


“I know,” Rahne nodded.  “But I dinna’ think it will cause too much trouble.  Things are very orderly on Karis, an’ we’re much further along.”

“I don’t—I’m not sure how people are going to react to that,” I said, putting my hands on my knees.


“Well, how did ye react ta’ it?”


“I’m not most people,” I told her.  “I’m still not entirely sure about this.  After what the guards did to me, I’m afraid of telepaths.  And now I am one,” I grunted.


She gave me a compassionate look, then reached out and took my hands.  “I can promise ye, Kevin, that after I’m done teachin’ ye, no one will ever do that to ye again,” she said seriously.  “As strong as ye are, ye can knock most any telepath on her arse, like ye did those Imperial Marines that tried to subdue ye.  With a little trainin’ an’ a little practice, yui’ll never have that happen again.”


Now that sounded…nice.  Good.  Like a wave of relief washed through me.  I guess in the back of my mind, I’ve always been afraid of having something like that happen again, that I’d be helpless to stop it, defenseless.  Well, if I was a telepath, and as strong as she was saying, then I’d be able to defend myself if I were ever attacked like that again.  “Well, then, teach on, professor,” I said, which made her laugh.


Three hours later, after she was confident I had mastered closing my mind and wouldn’t suffer another schism, we were on our way back to Jacksonville.  I was riding up in the front, and I was mystified by her ship.  It had no manual controls at all, and the backglass indicators were all turned off.  I’d heard about ships like this, but had never seen one.  The ship could only be flown by interface or by merge.  But she clearly knew what she was doing, because we were in a high orbital arc that would bring us down in Jacksonville, a trajectory that would take us about 90 minutes.  We’d travel from early afternoon to well after dark in an hour and a half.  We talked as she flew us home, talked about telepathy and being a Generation, as she explained what commune was and how it was different from telepathy.  “Communion is a bit hard to explain,” she said as we came up out of the atmosphere.  “It’s telepathy, but it’s like its on another viddy channel compared to standard telepathy.  Only people who can commune can understand it.  It’s something that I won’t really have ta’ teach ye, either.  The ability to commune is instinctive, it’s a part of the genetic programming that’s a part o’ ye,” she told me.  “But ye can’t commune until ye can send,” she added.  “And ye have to learn about standard telepathy in order ta’ use those same techniques in communion.  They use the same basic approaches, just executed differently.”

“Oh, okay.  Why can’t telepaths hear communion?”


“Some can, but they canna’ understand it,” she replied.  “Communion is telepathy with way more bandwidth, Kevin.  We don’t send our thoughts in a linear fashion.  We send it all at once, kinda like over multiple telepathic frequencies, all at the same time.  It’d be like having your vidlink at home put up a bunch of different viddy channels at the same time, each on its own hologram, and each one carries a piece of the message.  Ye canna’ see the message unless ye can see all the holograms together at the same time.  Regular telepaths can hear communion if they’re very skilled or very powerful, but they canna’ understand what they hear, because they can only see one or two holograms out of twenty.  Their minds don’t work like ours do, they’re restricted ta’ focusing on one thing at a time.  They canna’ decipher communion because they can only process one little piece o’ what’s actually goin’ on.”


“Ohhh, I get it.  And all Generations use the same frequencies?  They’re all tuned to the same viddy channels?”


“Aye, which is why we can understand each other,” she nodded.  “And biogenic computers.  Can ye hear it?” she asked.  “Open yuir mind a little and listen.  Yui’ll hear the biogenic computer in the skimmer communicatin’ with the destroyer in orbit that brought me here.  Ye won’t be able to understand what it’s sayin’ because it’s communing raw data, but yui’ll be able ta’ hear it.”

I glanced over at her and did what she’d taught me when I wanted to lower my mental defenses a little bit, which made me more open to things I’d usually block out.  And she was right.  I could hear it.  It was going incredibly fast, so fast it nearly made me dizzy, and it was just sending out what sounded like gibberish to me.  But I could definitely hear it, I could hear the telepathic computer.”


“I…I hear it,” I said hesitantly, putting two fingers to my temple.  “It’s like a buzzing, it’s going so fast.”


“An’ that tells me that yuir bandwidth is startin’ ta’ open up,” she told me.  “When it’s fully open, ye’ll be able ta’ actively commune.  But first, ye need ta’ learn how ta’ send, which is what we’ll be workin’ on tomorrow,” she warned.


“I’m not sure what good it’ll do me, since all my friends live far away, but I’ll learn if you think I need to.”


“Ye need ta’,” she said firmly.   “As strong as ye are, Kevin, ye need to have full command o’ yuir talent, else yui’ll pose a risk ta’ yuirself an’ everyone around ye.”


“If you say so.  I don’t feel all that powerful.”


“No offense, but that’s because yuir workin’ wi’ me,” she said, grinning over at me.  “Trust me, Kevin.  Yuir strong.  Damn strong.  Ye’d give Jayce a serious run for his money,” she said impishly.


“But since you’re a girl, you’re stronger.”


“Generally that’s the rule for Faey,” she nodded, “but Terrans are a wee bit different.  Male Terrans aren’t very far behind female Terrans.  Women are generally stronger, but not by very much.  Ye, Kevin, are stronger than most telepaths period, man or woman, Faey or Terran or Colonist or whatever.  Yuir what we call a top ten percentile telepath.  Ye could tie most telepaths in a knot if ye wished, and that’s why I’m here to teach ye, so you don’t do that by accident,” she told me.  ”An’ ta’ make sure that if ye do it on purpose, ye had a damn good reason ta’ do so.”

“Would you teach me that?  To protect myself using talent?”


“If ye want,” she replied immediately.  “Because I know ye’d never abuse it.  I’ve seen inside yuir mind, Kevin, an’ I know that yuir not the kind to abuse the power ye have.”


“Well, that’s a bit embarrassing.”


She laughed.  “I didn’t peek anywhere else, I promise,” she winked over at me.  “I wanted ta’ make sure ye could handle the responsibility that comes with the kind o’ power ye have.  And ye didn’t disappoint me one bit,” she told me, reaching over and patting me on the arm.


“Well, thanks for the compliment. Will you teach me the thing where I can do two things at once?”


“We call it splitting, an’ I surely will,” she replied.  “But to warn ye, I won’t be teachin’ ye telekinesis.  That can take a while, an’ I doubt I’ll have that much time.”


“That’s okay, my friend Mrima wants to teach me.”


“She has ta’ be Pai with a name like that.”

“She is,” I affirmed with a short laugh.  “I take it that’s a common name?”


“Almost all Pai names start with the mrr sound, the prr sound, the grr sound, or the brr sound,” she told me.  “Given there are so few phonetic sounds in the Pai language, I suppose it’s not much o’ a surprise.”


“I noticed that when she taught me some Pai words and phrases.  They just use the same sounds over and over again.”


“Aye,” she nodded.  “It’s a marvel they invented enough words out o’ so few sounds ta’ cover the basics.  But I’ll give the Pai one thing.  They are damn smart,” she said admiringly.


“You said it.  Mrima is like super-smart, like a genius,” I agreed emphatically.  “Proves you don’t have to have a big brain to be intelligent.”


“Aye, aye.  I have a Pai who teaches me telekinesis, Mrar.  And she’s smart as a whip.”


“The Pai teach you guys?”


“Have been for a while,” she nodded.  “Mrar is one of the Pai Masters, and my God, ye should see what she can do with TK.  It’s like bloody magic.”


“I’ve seen viddies on Civnet, I believe it,” I agreed.  “That’s the one part of this I was most interested in.  The telekinesis.”


“It’s useful, but be prepared ta’ work yuir arse off,” she warned.  “It’s not easy, not easy ‘tall.”


“I guess I’ll find out soon.  With the option to ignore the quarantine, maybe Mrima will decide to come back home.  She was visiting her parents on Paian when the quarantine hit, so she’s been stuck there.”


“She will, because Paian has been infected with the virus,” she told me.  “They had their first cases show up just yesterday.  So it won’t matter if she comes back to Terra.”


“Whoa, really?”


She nodded.  “She’ll be a Generation soon, either there on Paian or here on Terra.”


“Huh,” I sounded.  “Just how many members of the Confederation are infected?”


“Several,” she replied, glancing at me.  “The Imperium, the Urumi Collective, the Grimja Union, the Kirri, the Sha’i-ree, the Pai, and the Muri.  An’ if I’m right, others will be soon.  It’s in the Kirri symbiotes, an’ it’s just a matter o’ time before an infected symbiote slips through quarantine in another empire.  It just takes one infected symbiote in a cargo shipment ta’ infect an entire planet, that’s how contagious the virus is,” she told me.  “It’s why they’ve simply stopped tryin’ ta’ fight it on Karis an’ in the Imperium, an’ they’re switchin’ ta’ helping the population transition smoothly an’ without complications.  Simply put, Kevin, the virus won.”


“Does that make you original Generations mad?”


“Not me,” she replied.  “I kinda like the idea that others get ta’ enjoy the perks o’ being a Generation,” she smiled over at me.  “I wouldna’ trade being who I am for anythin’ in the world, Kevin, and I was honestly overjoyed when my non-Generation friends were infected.  It was like they became part o’ the family.”  She turned towards me.  “Ye have ta’ understand, Kevin, that since there’s so few o’ us, or there were until this started, we see ourselves as a family.  A big family ta’ be fair, but a family.  We call each other ‘cousin,’ an’ that isn’t just a term of endearment.  The other Generations are my cousins, they are my family.  And now that yuir a Generation, ye are too.  So I would be honored ta’ call ye cousin, Kevin,” she said, offering her hand to me.

“I know what you mean.  It’s why I call the other farm workers brother or sister,” I said, taking her hand and shaking it with a smile.  “Because we were connected by something beyond simple bloodlines.”


“Aye,” she said, turning back to face the windshield.  “Then ye know exactly what I mean.”


“I do indeed.  Cousin,” I added.


She spared me a bright smile.


We talked about less important things on the way back, and when she came in over Jacksonville, I saw that there had been some changes.  The medical quarantine shield around my building was gone, and there were people down in the park beside the building, walking around and talking to each other.  She brought the ship down to my garage door and swung it around, and I opened it using my interface.  “I’ll call ye tomorrow,” she told me as she walked me back through the dropship, the stern ramp extending down into my garage so I didn’t have to make the rather scary jump out over empty space to get inside.  “An’ don’t worry about infecting anyone.  I infected the entire city when I opened the stern hatch,” she said with a bit of a silly smile.


“I just hope nobody in the building doesn’t want to be a Generation,” I grunted as I walked down the ramp and into my garage.

“I checked.  Nobody opted out,” she replied.  “Everyone in the building agreed ta’ become a Generation, so rest easy.  An’ thanks ta’ us, they’ll get their wish much sooner,” she said with a sly tilt to her voice.


I had to laugh.  “More cousins for you, eh?”


“I like a big family,” she grinned.  “So, I’ll call ye tomorrow, but I’ll call late.  I’m sure yui’d like a little time ta’ rest before we get started in earnest.”


“That would be nice.  I still have to process all of this.”


“Oh, and yui’d better call yuir friends.  They’re worried about ye,” she added.  “And if they’d like ta’ get a head start on things, ye might go down there and visit them,” she said liltingly.


“I dunno about that,” I said seriously.  “Rita may have a panic attack at the idea of becoming a Generation.  She’s terrified of telepaths, to the point where she lives in a remote area of Mexico just to stay well clear of them.  Sano…I don’t know.  I think she might like the idea, since she grew up with a telepathic sister.”


“Mikano’s sister?” she asked.


“You know her?” I asked in surprise.


“I know Mikano,” she told me.  “She’s one o’ my friends.”


“Huh.  Small world,” I mused.


“Sometimes it is indeed,” she agreed.  “So, rest up today an’ tomorrow, an’ I’ll call ye tomorrow afternoon yuir time so we can arrange things.  Then prepare ta’ get serious,” she warned.

“Okay.  Talk to you later.”


She waved as the hatch closed, then I watched as her dropship pulled slowly away from my garage, turned, and started ascending in a trajectory that made it clear she was leaving the planet.  She was going to that warship she said was in orbit, she said she’d be staying on it while she was here.


I came into my apartment considering everything that had happened, and what I’d learned.  There was a new virus, one that could infect anyone, and now everyone was going to be a Generation.  Me, the Keelo next door, the Verutans on the other side, everyone on the floor, everyone in the building, everyone in the city.  Everyone on the planet.  It would pose a major problem for people like Rita, who may not want to be one, who may have to spend the next few months living in a medical isolation shield, and I could see some chaos coming as people like me expressed and then couldn’t handle it.


I was almost embarrassed that I’d caused so much trouble, especially now that I’d learned to close my mind and knew how easy it was.  I’d attacked other people, attacked the Marines that came to stop me, and I didn’t remember any of it.  I just hoped I didn’t hurt anyone.


I wondered how it was going to change things as I came into the main living room, and Stanley dropped out of the ceiling over the kitchen island on the far side of the room, moving to greet me.  What was it going to be like for everyone on the planet to be a telepath?  What would it be like when everyone could use telekinesis?  Would waiters even bother to carry trays in restaurants anymore?  Would people like warehouse workers be filling bins and boxes using their ability rather than their hands? Would using telekinesis become part of football, or baseball, or would they ban it?


Things were definitely going to change on Earth, and I had no idea if it would be good or bad.  All I could do was wait and see what happens.


I did have the common decency to call my next door neighbor Envarr before it got so late that they went to bed, and warn him that I was carrying the virus that could affect him and Straremai, and that if they didn’t want to be infected, I could go stay in a hotel or something.  Their reaction was to come over and have a nightcap coffee with me to deliberately be infected, and I found out it was by order of his Emperor.  All Verutans in the Empire were to allow themselves to be infected as quickly as possible, an order that was sent down just like an hour ago.  Envarr was a diplomat, he worked for the Empire, so he’d gotten that order very quickly once it was sent down.  Despite being ordered to be infected, he and his mate were honestly interested in it, because they had seen the usefulness of being a telepath from Envarr’s last posting in the Nine Colonies, how life was much more convenient for a telepath compared to someone who wasn’t, and they wanted it for themselves.


I could respect that.


I didn’t have the Keelo’s number next door—I didn’t even know his name—so I sent him an email over Civnet, which I could do because I know his address.  He responded by knocking on my door moments later and joining me and the Verutans for coffee.

Turned out he was awake too, his name was Sarko Ven, and he was an artist, a very famous artist in his home country—empire, whatever, who had moved to Terra to continue his art career without all the fanfare that came with fame.  That explained why he was always so secretive, and he never seemed to leave his apartment except to go shopping or go down to the beach.  He too had decided to become a Generation, because he felt it would help him find a new dimension to his art.


What a world, I’ve been living next door to a famous artist for nearly three months, and had had no idea.


Gotta say, though, that his art is awesome.  He works primarily in conventional paints, but he also does pottery and paints designs on the things he makes, which he does more as a hobby than anything else…but that doesn’t make his pottery any less gorgeous than his pictures and portraits.  He showed us some holos of his work, and even treated us to a sneak peek at one of his works in progress.  The guy’s super-talented.


After I spent a pretty enlightening hour with my next door neighbors, I finally got around to calling Rita and Sano…which I’d put off a little bit because I was almost afraid to tell Rita what was going on, as well as not being sure if they were still awake.  I wanted to give it time so she could find out on her own and have a little time to think about it before I told her what happened.


Rita picked up my call before I had the chance to settle in front of the hologram, her and Sano sitting on her couch.  “Are you okay?” she asked immediately.


“The Medical Service told us what happened, they called us because you put Rita down as your next of kin contact,” Sano elaborated.


“Yeah, I’m alright,” I answered.  “I don’t remember what happened.  Rahne said that you can’t remember what you did when you have a schism, and I’m not sure if that’s a blessing or a curse.  I’m worried that I might have hurt somebody, and I’ll never know it.”


“Who’s Rahne?” Rita asked, as Sano got an expression like she’d heard that name before but couldn’t quite place it.

“She’s a Karinne, one of the original Generations,” I answered.  “She came here herself to talk to me, because of what happened.  Turns out, I’m like way stronger than most other telepaths,” I said, a bit self-consciously, trying not to sound braggy.  “She said that I’m so strong that I need special training to make sure I don’t hurt myself, or anyone else.  Rahne’s gonna teach me how to control it.”


“That’s right!” Sano blurted.  “She’s one of Mikano’s friends!”


“The Grand Duke sent her,” I said, feeling a bit sheepish at the idea that people so important were paying any attention at all to someone like me.  “She’s really nice.  So, I’m okay, girls,” I said reassuringly, giving them a smile.  “And thanks to Rahne, I’ve learned a trick so I won’t have another schism.  So I’m gonna be okay.”


“I’m so glad to hear that,” Rita said as Sano gave me a look of both relief and concern.


“I’m more worried about you, Rita.  Did you see the broadcast?”


“Yeah, we did,” she replied.  “I decided that I’m gonna do it.  I’m gonna become a Generation,” she declared.  “If I’m a telepath, then I won’t have to be afraid of them because I can protect myself from them.  I’m going to learn everything there is to know about it so I’m so good at it that they can never do anything like that to me again.”

That was a bit of a surprise to me, but it did make a kind of sense, because I’d considered that myself.  I wasn’t sure if she’d embrace the idea of it, or be so afraid of telepathy in general that she’d not want to a Generation.

“Besides, you’re a Generation now, brother,” she said.  “And if you’re not afraid of it, then I won’t be either.  I’ll always have you there to help me.”


“Always, sister, always,” I told her sincerely.


“And I’m actually eager for it.  Like I said, I grew up with telepaths, so I know how great it is to be one,” Sano said.  “I can finally find out what it’s like myself.”


“Well, it turns out I can help with that a little bit,” I said wryly.  “I told you that Rahne came to talk to me in person.  Well, actually, I woke up in her dropship, and we were on a deserted island so I’d be far away from other people,” I admitted, glancing away from them in a bit of embarrassment.  “She took me there so I could learn to close my mind without distractions.  Anyway, she’s carrying that new virus, the one that infects anyone.  And since I was with her for most of the day, that means I’m a carrier.”


“Then why don’t you come down here and we can have dinner?” Sano asked with dancing eyes.


“Are you sure?  Are you sure about this, girls?  If I do that, then you get infected.”


“Well duh, that’s the only reason we’re asking,” Sano teased.  “It’s certainly not because we like your company.”


I laughed when Rita elbowed Sano in the ribs lightly.


“We’ll do this together,” Rita declared.  “The three of us.  Just the way friends should.  And it’s best if we do it now, so we’re not jockeying with millions of other people for slots in the classes they said they’re gonna have.”

“That’s a fair point.  Better to be in the front than the back,” I mused.  “How about this.  I come down and stay in the other guest bedroom for a few days,” I offered.  “That way when Rahne comes to train me, we can do it there at Rita’s house, and you can meet her and maybe pick up a few tricks before you transition.  She did say that she’d teach you too if you transitioned before she leaves,” I told them.  “So let’s all be in one place for her.”


“You know you don’t have to ask, Kevin,” Rita smiled.


“You’re sure?  Remember, Rita, I’m a telepath now.”


“You’re my brother.  I don’t care if you’re a telepath or not, my brother would never look inside my head, my brother would never hurt me,” she answered strongly.  “Just make sure you bring some of your food.  We’re running a bit low on fresh stuff.”


“The quarantine is lifted, Rita, go to the store and buy it,” I reminded her.


“Oh!  Oh yeah!” she realized, then laughed when Sano slapped her gently on the top of her head.


“I’ll bring some of it anyway, if only to get it out of my apartment,” I said.  “I still have tons of meat in the freezers.  Hell, I’ll just bring one of the freezers, and bring Stanley too.  He’s loaded with some pretty good recipes.”


“Sure, your helper unit can upload them to mine, and this way my helper unit doesn’t have to cook for three people by itself.  And don’t forget to bring a copy of your personal files so you can log in from here.”


“Run three instances at full merge?  What did that poor vidlink do to you to make you torture it like this, Rita?” I asked.


She laughed.  “They said it was the best they had.  Now it’s gotta prove it,” she grinned.


I hung up after talking with them a bit more, then got ready to spend a few days down in Rita’s villa.  I packed some clothes, set my vidlink so it forwarded all my calls to Rita’s vidlink, backed up my personal CO files and settings on a datastick, and then loaded one of the freezers holding the food I was going to take with me onto the skimmer—I was going to let her keep the freezer, that would get it out of my utility room and she could use it to store extra food—and added a few boxes and cases of the stored food I had.  I then had Stanley get in the skimmer, and we were on our way.  The skimmer had its own helper unit occupying the skimmer’s socket, so Stanley had to sit in the co-pilot’s seat, holding onto the one of the seat belts for stability.  It couldn’t hover while the skimmer was on the move, its grav pods weren’t that advanced.  I thought a whole lot about what was going on here on Earth on the way down, so much so that I was honestly surprised when I arrived just outside Rio Indio and was landing on Rita’s landing pad.  They came out to greet me as I powered down, then I took a breath and opened the rear cargo hatch, which for sure would expose them to the virus.

But it was what they wanted, so I felt no guilt over it.  They were both in typical garb for them, Rita wearing a tee shirt and pair of shorts and Sano in a tank top and knickers, both of them barefoot.


They came up into the skimmer and hugged me in turns as I came back to unload the stuff, and Sano even dared give me a kiss.  “It’s too late now,” I told her.


“Keep talking like you’re doing something I didn’t want,” she winked as Stanley floated past us and picked up one of the boxes holding some of the food I brought.


“Where shall this be stored?” he asked in his mechanical voice.


“Talk my helper unit, it’ll tell you where this stuff goes,” Rita told it.


“Yes, Rita.  Contacting your helper unit.”.  Stanley knew both of them from the times they’d visited the apartment.  It then floated out towards the house carrying the box, no doubt having talked to Rita’s helper unit.

“You sure you’re ready for this, Rita?” I asked, taking her hands.  “Not that you have a choice now, but you’re sure?”


“I’ll be fine as long as you and Sano are here with me,” she said with a trusting smile, looking up at me.


“We’ll be here as long as you need us,” Sano told her.  “Even if I get fired from my job,” she added with a laugh.


“You can always come work for me.  I could use a maid,” Rita replied impishly, and I laughed when Sano chased her out of the skimmer and across the lawn.  They were acting like a couple of little kids.


Eh, it was good for Rita.  That was probably why Sano was doing it.  She usually wasn’t anywhere near that silly on our dates.


I’d been to Rita’s villa many times, so I was able to easily settle in. Both me and Sano have guest bedrooms here that Rita decorated for us, so I dropped off my stuff and helped unload the last of the food I brought, including helping set down Rita’s new freezer in the food pantry in an underground room accessed from the kitchen.  Her pantry room was pretty big, more than big enough to hold three freezers on top of the food storage shelving, and it also had a wine bottle rack along one wall that held quite a few bottles.  Rita was a big wine fan, and thank God she wasn’t an alcoholic, which was a common malady for many of us farm workers.

Once we had everything squared away, we had a well-past-midnight snack and glass of wine in the living room, where I told them what happened with Rahne in much more detail.  I told them what she’d told me about the Generations, about telepathy, and described what it was like to close my mind.  “So you can’t hear me thinking at all?” Rita asked.


I shook my head.  “Right now all I could hear is if another telepath was sending,” I answered.  “I could hear your surface thoughts, but I’m not gonna do that.  No way in hell would I violate the privacy of a sister, or a friend,” I declared in a powerful voice.  “The way she described it, though, it doesn’t seem nearly as scary as it did before.  The telepathy, I mean.  And the fact that I’m so strong makes me feel much, well, safer.  Like Rita said, if another telepath ever attacks me again, I’ll be able to fight back.  And if I’m as strong as Rahne says I am, I can kick their ass.”

“Well, I feel much safer with you around, Kevin,” Sano winked.

“Our knight in rusty armor,” Rita grinned, which made me laugh.


“Hey, I don’t wear armor,” I protested.  “I just hope that I can get back to something approaching normal when this is all said and done.  And not just me, but the planet.  Things are going to change, girls, really change.  And I’m not sure if it’ll be bad or good.”


“That’ll depend on us more than anything else,” Sano said sagely.  “But I think everything’s gonna be okay.  It may take a while for things to settle down, but they will.”

“I hope so,” I said.


We chatted for a little while, then Rita went to bed.  I stayed up a bit longer, going outside to stand on the balcony that overlooked the ocean, which was just beyond a wide patio with the swimming pool on the side of the house, and Sano came out and joined me.  She leaned with her back on the railing and looked over at me.  “I wonder how long it’ll take for me and Rita to change,” she mused, speaking Shio.


“I really don’t know.  I have no idea when, or even how, I got infected, so I can’t tell you how long it was for me,” I answered in Shio.  “I know I’ll be a nervous wreck while you guys are asleep.  I know they said you don’t have to go to the annex unless you have complications, but we’re so far out here, I’m not sure how long it will take them to get here if you guys do.  And I’m not sure how I’ll know you’re having complications.”

“There’s a big datafile on that on the public access site on Civnet.  We read it after we talked about the news,” she said.  “There’s even a module we can upload into the helper units that will let them monitor us and warn the Medical Service if we start having trouble, so it’s a good thing you brought Stanley.  They said that what you look for is a high temperature or changes to your breathing or heart rate.  So, just remember that when I’m asleep, that normal for me is a deadly fever for Rita,” she said with a light smile.


“I’ve always wanted to ask,” I said, daring to reach out and take her hand.  “Do I feel cold to you?”


“Not really,” she replied, lacing her fingers with mine.  “I mean, you’re not as warm as a Shio, but I kinda like it.  What does this feel like to you?”


“That I’m holding someone’s hand who has sunburn,” I said honestly, which made her laugh.  “But it’s kinda comforting.  It’s like a warm blanket on a cool winter night.”


She gave me a radiant smile, which reminded me yet again just how beautiful Sano was.  She let go of my hand, and surprised me a little bit by raising her hand and deliberately putting her finger on the scar on the left side of my face.  It was the first time she had ever done something like that.  “I wish I could have been there to comfort you when this happened,” she said softly, sliding her finger over my cheek and under my ear.

“As much as I appreciate the thought, Sano, you should never wish that you were anywhere near that hell,” I told her honestly.  “I never told you how I got this scar, or what it means.”


“And you don’t have to now,” she told me.


I looked away from her, out over the ocean.  “I’d been on the farm for over two years,” I told her distantly, as the memories of the worst three and a half years of my life washed over me, speaking English.  “Someone had broken a rule.  I don’t remember what it was, or who did it.  As punishment, they picked the two pickers that had been on the farm the longest, telepathically dominated us, then made us fight to the death,” I said without emotion.  “I was one.  My best friend was the other.  We’d been put on the farm together, and had survived that hell by relying on each other.  I killed him, Sano.  I killed my best friend,” I told her without looking at her.  “But it also wasn’t me.  When they took over our bodies, we knew everything that was going on.  It was like I was a spectator in my own body, pushed aside while someone else moved me like a puppet.  It wasn’t me fighting, it was the guard controlling me, but I could see everything, hear everything.  They did it like that on purpose, to make sure that whoever survived remembered every second of it.  I—” I closed my eyes and bowed my head.  “I was slashed in the face during that fight.  It cut off my earlobe.  But I was the one that survived, when I strangled Ethan with my bare hands.  I saw the light fade from his eyes, Sano.  I watched him die, and it was my hands around his neck.  And I couldn’t do anything to stop it.”  I took a deep, cleansing breath, but I didn’t look at her.  I felt too ashamed to look at her.  “They fixed my earlobe, but left the scar.  And after we were let off the farms, I wouldn’t let them remove it.  This scar is so I never forget what happened, and that I never, ever forget Ethan.  Since he doesn’t have a grave, the only way I can honor him is to be reminded of him every time I look in the mirror.  This scar is Ethan’s tombstone,” I told her heavily, “and I will carry it with me until the day I die.”

She was silent a long, long time, until she put her finger under my chin.  She raised my head, then turned it so I had to look at her.  She had tears in her eyes, but also had a fierce expression on her face.  She then leaned forward, and much to my surprise, she very gently kissed my left cheek, kissed where the scar was.  She then put her forehead against mine, that gesture that brought me so much comfort when she used it in the game, and brought me comfort once again.

“I’m so sorry,” was all she said, a bare whisper, then wrapped her arms around me and gave me a gentle embrace.


I said nothing.  I couldn’t say anything.  All I could do was stand there and feel the old pain…but also feel the warmth of her trying to drive it away.  I put my arms around her and held her close, almost clinging to her like a frightened child seeking solace in the embrace of a parent.  But in a way, I felt as if a great burden had been lifted from me.  I’d told Sano one of my darkest secrets, and she had not looked at me like I was a monster.  I’d always been afraid that my past would frighten her away, that if she knew the truth of what happened to me, to us, that she would want nothing to do with someone as damaged as I was.  And yet here she was, comforting me after finding out the truth behind the scar on my face.  It made me feel a fierce loyalty to her, to one that would stand with me despite knowing what I’d done.  It made me feel human to confess so grave a sin to a woman I loved, and be granted absolution by her.

 All I knew was in that moment, I had truly, fully, and completely fallen in love with Sano Strongblade.  I belonged to her now, the one woman on Earth that would have me despite everything that had happened to me, everything I had done, both the things she knew and the things she didn’t.  The one woman on Earth that could chase away the pain with nothing but the touch of her hand.

I was truly blessed to have her.

Rahne highly approved of my decision to stay with Rita for a few days, because she absolutely loved Rita’s villa.

When she called me, I told her where I was, and she came down about an hour later.  Since there was no more room on the landing pad for her dropship, she gave us a bit of a treat by coming down in the military warship that was hosting her.  It landed in the water just offshore, a nearly three hundred meter long ship that was sleek and elegant, and held that triangular design common among all Karinne warships.  I had no idea that their ships could land, let alone land in the water, but that one did.  It stayed about half a kilometer offshore, in water deep enough to accommodate it, and she got over to the beach on a hoverbike.  She came wearing a crop top and a pair of shorts, with a wide-brimmed white hat to protect her face from the tropical sun.  I introduced her to Sano and Rita, then Rita showed her around the house, which she did for just about everyone.

After the tour, she brought me out onto Rita’s deck while the girls logged on to play CO, mainly to give us privacy, and we sat at the round stone outdoor table as she explained to me what telepathy was, how it worked, and what could be done with it.  After that, she started me on my first ever lesson, teaching the basics of what they call sending, which was the projection of thought outside the mind that other telepaths could hear.  And if done right, non-telepaths could also hear it, but that required a special technique that I had to learn separately.  I honestly had no idea that telepathy was so involved, because I learned a lot about it that I hadn’t even considered.  I learned that a telepath’s power dictated their range—which made sense to me—but I also learned that there was a delicate balance in sending at the edge of your range and not hurting those right next to you.  Telepathy required skill and subtlety to use effectively, she explained to me, and since I was so strong, I had to focus on the subtlety so I didn’t cause pain to people around me.

We then started on the actual practice part of it, and I can proudly say that I managed my first sending only about two hours after learning the theory behind how to do it.  Rahne said it was garbled and nearly unintelligible, that she also said that that was normal, and that my clarity would increase with practice, practice, and more practice.


It was well after lunch when we finally stopped, when my sending improved to merely a little fuzzy, and I found it…easy.  And more than that, it was also kinda fun.   I hadn’t expected the lessons, and being able to do it, to be fun.  I thought I’d hate it, that I’d learn it just because I had to, but that wasn’t the case.  I was honestly enjoying the lesson, and I liked sending because it let me express myself much better than with words.  I’m not a very good speaker, I often get my words tangled up and say what I don’t mean because I can’t find a way to express it, but it wasn’t that way with sending.  With sending, I wasn’t sending words, I was sending thought, and that thought wasn’t based in words, it was based in meaning  And it was the mind of those that heard my thought that converted it into words, so my inability to find the right words to express myself didn’t matter.  It was a much purer form of communication, one where I was able to convey much more than what words could express.

And it went beyond thought.  You could convey images, smells, sensations, feelings, even emotions over telepathy, which made it much more comprehensive.  It was like…like telepathy was the original simsense, and now that I was a telepath, I could experience it for myself.


But that didn’t mean I was going to use it all that much.  I wouldn’t feel comfortable sending to strangers, and my friends all lived far away from Jacksonville.


By early afternoon, Sano and Rita had rejoined us, and she went over what they could expect after they finished transition and expressed.  I sat there holding their hands as they talked about it, Rita with a little trepidation and Sano with eagerness, making it clear that Rita was only doing this because she didn’t want to feel different from me and Sano, to feel excluded.  But I have to say, Rahne charmed Rita quite a bit, to the point where they were giggling and carrying on by dinnertime, and her explanation of things really settled Rita down quite a bit.  The way Rahne described being a Generation, it made all three of us want to be one too.  And well, we either already were or we would be.

We also got to meet something I’d only read about, a CBIM…at least sorta.  It turned out that there wasn’t a single living person on Rahne’s ship except for Rahne.  The entire ship was run by bionoids, and all of them were being controlled by one of those CBIMs.  They were living computers, the most powerful computers that existed the news reports said, and all the bionoids on the ship were being controlled by a CBIM named Cybi.  That was a name I knew from the news stories, because it was the CBIM that survived the destruction of Karis in the Faey civil war.  We got to meet her when she brought three bionoids that looked like Faey to the villa, all having the same face, like triplets, and used some kind of medical scanner on Rita and Sano to estimate when they’d go through transition.


I could…could hear something when the bionoids were there.  It was like a faint buzzing in my mind, something I couldn’t quite make out, and it was then that I realized that these bionoids had telepathic computers in them, those biogenic machines.  I was hearing the biogenic machines talking to the person controlling them, which in this case was another biogenic machine.

We were all a little intimidated by the idea that the bionoids were being controlled by a living computer, but I have to say, the computer certainly didn’t act like a machine.  She seemed to have sincere emotions as she talked to Rahne, was very nice and polite, but also had something of a sense of humor that I didn’t expect.

That broke the ice a little, at least with me.  I worked up the courage to ask a question.  “Why is the ship being run by bionoids?  I mean, Sano’s sister is a ship captain, so I assume it means that ships usually have crews on them.”


“It’s an experiment,” the computer answered.  “To see how well we CBIMs can run a ship from remote.”


“Aye, an’ it’s a wee bit creepy,” Rahne added, giving the bionoid a sly look.  “It’s quiet as a church mouse on the ship.  Cybi doesna’ have ta’ have the bionoids communicate with each other ta’ run the ship.  So it’s like being surrounded by the Borg.”


I had to laugh at that comparison.  “I had no idea you were a Star Trek fan, Rahne.”


“There’s tons ye dinna’ know about me, Kevin,” she grinned.

“Sano, Rita, both of you are definitely infected,” the bionoid told us.  “And the virus is rapidly reproducing.  I estimate that Rita, you will begin transition roughly late tomorrow evening.  Sano, you will begin transition sometime in the early afternoon the day after.  You’ll both be asleep for about twenty-two hours, and then you’ll wake up Generations.  So Rita, at about eight o’clock tomorrow evening, you need to lay down where you intend to sleep through it and stay there until it happens.  That can be in a bed, on a couch, or even in a merge pod, just make sure you stay in a resting position so you don’t risk passing out on your feet and potentially hurting yourself in the fall.  Sano, you need to do the same at around noon the day after tomorrow.”

“Which is what happened to me,” I grunted.  “Though I don’t remember it.”


“Why the different times if we were both infected at the same time?”


“Because you’re not Terran or Faey, Sano,” the bionoid answered.  “The strain of virus you have will affect Terrans and Faey immediately, but has to adapt itself to affect any other species.  The virus has to adapt to your DNA before it can affect you, which it has already done and is now starting to reproduce inside you.  So, that means that you’ll transition later than Rita, since it got a head start on her, so to speak.”


“Oh, okay.  That makes sense,” she nodded.


“I’m a little nervous,” Rita said, trying to sound brave.


The bionoid put a comforting hand on her shoulder.  “There’s nothing to fear, Rita,” she said in a gentle voice, giving her a kind look.  “The transition will be painless and quick, and when you wake up, you will be like Kevin and Rahne.  And you could have no better teacher than Rahne, child.  She is both powerful and skilled, and she will help you become the best you can be,” she smiled.

If the machine was trying to comfort Rita, doing it in a bionoid that looked like a Faey wasn’t having the intended effect.  I felt Rita’s grip tighten on my hand when the machine leaned in and put its hand on her.  “It’s just a machine, Rita. It’s a bionoid, not a Faey,” I told her soothingly.


The machine gave us a surprised look, then removed her hand from Rita’s shoulder.  “Oh dear, I am so very sorry, Rita,” she said in a gentle voice.  “I had no idea that you feel uncomfortable around Faey.  I’ll have Terran bionoids brought to the ship and use them if I have to come back over here, alright?”


“Okay,” Rita said.  “And it’s not your fault.  I just can’t help it.”


“You never have to apologize, to me or anyone else,” the machine said strongly.  “You have every right to feel the way you do, and don’t let anyone ever tell you that you don’t.”

If anything, that warmed Rita up to the computer fairly quickly.  But the bioinoids didn’t stay more than few minutes longer, packing up their medical instruments and returning to the ship on a flying platform.


Rahne only stayed about an hour after that, since I was getting a little tired.  I had no idea that just using telepathy could be so strenuous, but it is.  There were times when I was out of breath, and once my nose started to bleed, just from trying to send.  It was like telepathy was physical work, because I sure felt like I usually did after a heavy workout after we were done for the day.  Rahne stayed for dinner after the lesson, getting to know the girls better as I sat on the couch and rested, then after the meal, she returned to the ship and it returned to space.  After she was gone, we had a long talk about everything that happened that day, from what I’d learned to what she’d told us to what I’d been feeling, so the girls would know what to expect when it was their turn.

In a nutshell, it wasn’t nearly as bad as I expected it to be.  I thought I’d be afraid of telepathy, would hate it, but in reality, my first forays into the world of it had made me curious to learn more, not be afraid of what I found there.


Sano had been right.  It wasn’t telepathy that made the Trillane guards monsters.  It was the instrument by which they showed their monstrous natures to the world.


It was a tool, nothing more, nothing less, and it was up to me to use it the right way.


The machine’s predictions were very accurate.

Rahne returned the next day and trained me more on the basics of sending, coaching me as I learned how it worked, and I have to say, by the end of the second day I was much better at it.  She again stayed for dinner, and when she left, Rita settled herself in her bedroom.  And she passed out almost mid-sentence as she talked to us using a hologram while we sat in the living room, just a little after 9:00.


We kept an eye on her over the night, and through the morning, using a vital signs monitor that Rahne had brought for us.  She was sleeping peacefully, and when a bionoid from the ship came in the morning to check on her, we found out that she was doing just fine and would wake up sometime around seven o’clock that night.  But Sano wouldn’t be awake to greet her, because the machine said she’d go to sleep and start her transition sometime around noon.


And it was right again.  Sano made sure to retreat to her bedroom at 11:00, and she was passed out and in that coma state just before noon.  That left me and Rahne alone in the house, and I split my time between monitoring Sano and Rita’s vital signs and practicing.  By the time we finished practicing for the day, I was again tired, had suffered three nosebleeds over the day, and I felt like I was competent when it came to sending to someone in the same room.  Rahne said my sending was no longer garbled or fuzzy, and she was honestly surprised by how quickly I’d picked it up.


Rahne stayed long enough for Rita to wake up, which she did almost exactly at 7:00pm.  We rushed into her room to greet her after the little monitor told us she was moving, and she gave us a reassuring smile once her eyes were open.  As I looked at her, I could feel it.  I knew that she was a Generation.  “So, how do you feel?” I asked her, taking her hand.

“The same as I did when I went to sleep,” she replied, then she gave me a strange look.  “I understand what you were talking about.  I look at you, and I, I can feel it.   I know you’re Generations.”


“Which proves that ye’ve completed transition,” Rahne told her with a smile.  “Welcome among us, cousin.”


“Cousin?”


“That’s what we call each other.  Cousin,” she elaborated.  “I told ye, we Generations see ourselves as one big family.  We’re all related by the fact that we’re Generations.  And how ye’ve joined our little family, which isn’t so little anymore.”  She laughed softly.  “There were only three hundred or so o’ us just a few months ago, and now there’s billions.”


“So, I’m a telepath now?” Rita asked.


“Aye, but ye haven’t expressed yet.  That will come in time,” she told her.  “An’ I canna’ tell ye when it will happen.  It may be tomorrow, it may be next month, there’s no way ta’ tell.  An’ when it does happen, I’d be happy ta’ teach ye the basics.”


“I’d like that,” she smiled.


“I’m gonna have one o’ the bionoids come over an’ give ye a quick check over, an’ if it says yuir good ta’ go, ye can get out of bed,” Rahne told her.


“Okay.  I feel alright. I’m a tiny bit tired, but I feel fine to get up.”


“Nothin’ a good meal won’t fix,” she smiled.  “Kevin, can ye have the helper unit make somethin’ for Rita?”


“Sure.”


A human bionoid came into the house, and a few minutes later, as I was arranging something for Rita to eat, the bionoid left.  Rita and Rahne came into the massive living room a moment later, Rita walking on her own and looking just fine.  She came through the living room and to the table-like area on the other side of the wall where the kitchen was—the kitchen in her villa was easily visible from the living room, with a big hole in the wall between it and the living room which had a tabletop installed on it to create an informal dining area—and sat on one of the stools that sat by the table construct on the other side of the wall.  “Feeling okay?” I asked her.

“Just fine,” she replied.  “Is Sano asleep?”


“Yeah, til around noon tomorrow,” I answered.  “She’s in her bedroom if you want to check on her.”


“Does she, you know, feel like us yet?”


“Not the last time I looked in on her,” I replied.


“She won’t til she’s almost done,” Rahne supplied.  “An’ I hate ta’ greet an’ run, guys, but I’m gonna go back to the ship.  I want ta’ merge to my house bionoid and check in with my husband and son.”


“Sure, we don’t mind,” Rita told her.  “Thank you for waiting for me to wake up.  I really appreciate it.”


“No problem, Rita,” she smiled, patting her on the shoulder. “With luck, yui’ll express while I’m here an’ I can teach ye the basics before Kevin returns home.  But I’ll still be teachin’ him, so ye could always go ta’ his apartment and keep learning’ if ye want.”


“What else are you going to teach him?”


“Quite a bit.  Since he’s so strong, he needs a strong command o’ the basics so he doesna’ pose a threat ta’ himself o’ anyone else.  There’s even more ta’ it than that, o’ course, but he’ll need ta’ learn the advanced skills after he’s had a little practice with the basics.  We still have splittin’, commune, and the exercises the Pai use ta’ coax out a person’s TK ta’ go when it comes to the basics I want ta’ teach.  Commune will take maybe ten minutes for him ta’ learn, which usually a new Generation canna’ do until a few days after he expresses.  Splittin’ may take him a few hours, but once he figures it out, he doesn’t need me ta’ teach him that anymore, he can work on it alone.  The TK exercises only take a few hours ta’ learn, but there’s no tellin’ how long he’ll have ta’ practice them before his TK comes out.  TK works different than telepathy.  It doesna’ express at the same time, because it has nothing ta’ do with telepathy.  And it doesna’ happen spontaneously.  Ye have ta’ actively work ta’ unlock yuir TK.”

“Which is why you can’t do it by accident,” I realized.


“Aye,” she nodded.  “Trust me, it’s not easy.  Yuir gonna be workin’ yuir arse off when it comes ta’ TK, Kevin.  Just ta’ warn ye.  It’s not easy ta’ awaken, and when ye do, it takes a whole lot o’ time an’ effort ta’ learn.”


“Is it worth it?  Is it fun to use?” Rita asked.


“Aye, it is,” she smiled.  “Ye’ll be cursin’ and screamin’ an’ feelin’ like ye were dragged over broken glass by a hoverbike when ye first start, but when ye finally get good with it, it’s soooooooo worth it,” she smiled.  “An’ since ye have a Pai friend that can teach ye more than the basics, ye’ll find it way more useful than ye believe.  As ta’ fun, well, it’s not fun ‘tall when ye start, but it gets fun when ye get good with it.”

“Now I’m really curious,” Rita said eagerly.


“I’ll teach ye the exercises ta’ awaken it, if yuir curious.  Ye dinna’ need ta’ be expressed ta’ do that, an’ the sooner ye start, the faster ye awaken yuir TK.”


“I’m staying here until Sano has to go back to work, which is in a few days, so sure.  We can all learn them together,” I said.


“I’d love to learn them,” Rita added.


“I’d be happy ta’,” Rahne smiled.  “So, I’ll be back tomorrow morning, guys.”


“You want us to make breakfast for you?” I asked.


“Oh, aye, that would be kind o’ ye,” she smiled.


After she left, I stood at the table on the kitchen side as Rita ate, leaning down on it.  “You feeling alright?” I asked her.  “Like for real?”


“I feel just fine, Kevin, so stop worrying,” she smiled at me between bites of a leftover tamale I’d warmed up for her.  Rita wasn’t a very good cook, but her helper unit had been programmed with a ton of traditional Mexican recipes.  “And I’m not nearly as nervous or worried as I thought I’d be.  After hearing you talk about telepathy for the last couple of days, now I’m starting to get honestly curious about it.  You seem to like it, so maybe it’s not so bad after all.”

“Yeah, I’m a bit surprised myself,” I admitted.  “I thought I’d look in the mirror and have an anxiety attack, knowing I was looking at a telepath, but I don’t at all.  And I think Rahne has a lot to do with that.  The way she talks about it, the way she explained what I was feeling when I started doing it, she doesn’t make it seem scary at all.  I’m honestly intrigued now, and I think I’d like to learn more than what she promised to teach me.  If anything, it will guarantee that what happened to me, to us, will never happen again,” I said seriously.  “If I’m really as strong as she says I am, and I know what I’m doing, no telepath is going to get control of me ever again.”


“That’s why I want to learn, so I can protect myself from them,” she agreed with a nod, taking another bite.


“That’s all the reason you need,” I told her with a nod.


My absence from the game was noted.


The next morning, before Rahne arrived, I checked the usual sites and forums to see what I’d missed in the week or so I’d been out of the game, and much to my surprise, I’d again made the top of the CO Today site.  The headline read Virus Hits Home:  Popular Players Infected  The article below read:  If you’re wondering why you haven’t seen any new viddies from some of the most popular CO players and streamers, it’s most likely because they’ve been infected with the Generation Virus that’s sweeping across Terra.  We have confirmation that several very popular viddy makers and streamers have stopped posting or logging in, including Crushcrush, Sampi, Xen, Eldrik, and Vakra, and have all been infected by the virus.  No one knows how they’re doing, because all of them have not contacted anyone since they stopped logging in or posting viddies.  How in the hell did they find out I was infected?  Did someone I know tell them?  Quite a few others have announced on their pages or channels that they’ve also been infected.  By our count, nearly a quarter of the most popular CO players in the Terra server cluster have been infected, and among the rest of us masses, there has been a marked decrease in the number of active log-ins in the game for the last two weeks.  It seems that the virus has indeed hit home here in CO, in the form of a large number of players not logging on because of the virus, or its aftereffects.  To inform the readers, none of the staff here at CO Today are infected, but in my  personal case, the virus is present here in Sacramento, and we’ve already been warned that infection is more or less guaranteed at this point.   The article went on to talk about how players in game are dealing with the virus, both in how it was reducing players logging in and how life had changed for those who were back after transition.  The writer of the column really did his homework, interviewing several players from in game—the author played on the Stratomi server—and giving a pretty fair and accurate account of what it was like to be infected and how things changed once it was done.

It incited me to post on the site’s forum, since I was mentioned by name in the article…which flattered me quite a bit.  According to them, I was one of the more popular CO content creators, I guess because of the duel viddy I did with Alandra.  I’m Okay was the title, and I wrote Just a quick head’s up for everyone, since the site mentioned me by name.  I’m alright.  I was infected by the virus, but I’ve recovered and have been too busy to log in for a while.  I’m embarrassed to admit that I suffered a schism, which is when you get overwhelmed by the “voices,” the unshielded thoughts of the people around you, and you kinda lose control and attack them to make them stop.  Thankfully I’m fine, and so is everyone else.  From what I was told, there were Imperial Marines within range of me when it happened, and they stopped me before I did anything that would hurt myself or anyone else.  I’ve been taking individual training so I can get control over my telepathy, and I hope to be logging back on in a week or so.  Until then, I’m afraid I won’t be logging on, and I won’t be posting any new viddies.  But I promise to try to at least drop by the forums or the chat channel on my viddy page every once in a while to keep everyone apprised of how I’m doing.

I won’t lie, it was a bit of a rough start for me because I expressed almost immediately after I woke up from the transition.  They didn’t have anyone available that could teach me, and that caused me to have some real problems because the online courses they made didn’t really help me.  But now that I’m getting instruction from a teacher, I’m doing much better.  I’ve got about a week or so to go, my teacher says, then I’ll be okay to return to my usual routine.


If you’ve caught the virus and transitioned, let me say this:  don’t be afraid.  It is a little scary at first, but don’t let that discourage you.  Now that I’ve learned how to close my mind to block out the voices, I’m starting to really get interested in learning more about telepathy, and I’m even thinking about taking some of those advanced classes they’re offering through the Academy.  Despite my rough start, I’m honestly enjoying learning about my new abilities, and I think you will too if you give it a chance.


I’ll be back in game as soon as my teacher says that I’m good to go, which I hope will be in about a week.  Until then, wish me luck.

I felt that was good enough, and about then Rahne’s destroyer landed off the coast, so it was time to get to work.


I got a lot done before Sano woke up. Rahne felt I’d progressed enough in sending to attempt communion, and I found that to be easy.  Once she explained what it was and how it was different, I managed to commune within five minutes of actively trying. And wow, is it different.  It’s like regular telepathy, but it’s like it engages a lot more of your mind instead of just one little piece of it, but even then it doesn’t dominate your attention.  You can convey much more through communion than through telepathy, both in how much and how detailed it is.  When you convey sensations, feelings, or emotions over commune, they’re much richer, much more complete, almost like comparing the difference in simsense between a first gen and a third gen rig. Telepathy seemed quite limited after I learned how to commune, and I could understand why when Rahne told me that Generations prefer to use communion over anything else when they talk to each other.

Rahne decided to ease back on the lesson so I could sit with Sano, to be there when she woke up.  I sat vigil over her from about ten in the morning onward, sending with Rahne to practice sending to someone I couldn’t see—which was harder than I expected it to be—holding Sano’s hand as I practiced with Rahne, who was laying out on one of the loungers on the beach, talking with Rita, explaining things to her so she’d be ready when she expressed.  I was rewarded for my determination around noon, when Sano’s eyes fluttered open.  I leaned over her and patted her hand, giving her a relieved smile.  And when our eyes met, I felt that shiver that told me that her transition was over.  She was a Generation.

“Hi,” she said in Shio, giving me a beautiful smile.


“Hello there,” I replied gently, reaching over and stroking her dark, greenish hair from her face.  “How do you feel?”


“A little tired.  A little sleepy,” she said, then she yawned.  “I understand what you were talking about.  I look at you, and I know.”


“I know, right?” I smiled.  Rahne, Sano’s awake.  Can you tell Rita?


Surely.  We’ll be over in a minute.

Sano’s eyes widened.  “I…I heard that!” she blurted.


“Whoa, really?  You mean you already expressed?” I asked in surprise.


“I guess so,” she laughed.  “Guess I don’t have to wait,” she winked.


I blurted it out as soon as Rahne and Rita came into the room, and Rahne sat down on the bed beside Sano and put a hand on her forehead.  “She’s not the only one ta’ wake up expressed.  It happened to a friend o’ mine too,” she replied.


“Well, I feel like the odd one out now,” Rita laughed.

“When ye express has nothin’ ta’ do with how strong ye are,” she told her with a glance.  “Well, it does for those born with talent, but for the new Generations, it doesna’ make any difference.  After all, Kevin here is bloody strong, an’ he didn’t express for a couple days after transition.  So just be patient, Rita.  It’ll come in its own time.”  She looked down at Sano.  “So, the first thing ye need ta’ learn is how ta’ close yuir mind,” she told her in a strong voice.  “Once ye have that down, we’ll start workin’ on the other parts o’ it.”


I wasn’t Rahne’s only student anymore, but that didn’t make much difference.  I got my first taste of something I hadn’t considered, the fact that a Generation could do multiple things at the same time.  Rahne simply did something she called splitting, with one part of her conscious mind teaching Sano and Rita and the other continuing to teach me about more advanced ways to use telepathy and communion.  And let me tell you, it was really strange to see it, to sit up on the deck and hear her talking to Sano and Rita while she was communing with me at the same time, holding two completely different conversations at once.


And Rita didn’t have to wait long.  Around sunset, she too started to hear me and Rahne practicing telepathy, which meant that she expressed.  By then,  Sano had learned how to close her mind—it really wasn’t that hard when someone was there to explain it to you—and that meant that the two of them would start learning about sending in the morning, as soon as Rita learned how to close her mind.  And that wouldn’t take long, because Rahne wouldn’t leave until Rita could do it.  It was simply too dangerous to leave a neophyte telepath with Rita’s personal history unable to close her mind.  It was a recipe for disaster. 

After Rahne finished teaching Rita to close her mind and went back to her ship for the night, so she could spend the evening with her husband and son via her bionoid on Karis, the three of us sat in the living room and talked about this change in our lives.  Much to my relief, Rita wasn’t afraid of it, she was more curious than anything else thanks to the way Rahne explained things and taught her when she expressed, and Sano was quite enthusiastic about it because she’d grown up with a telepathic sister and father.  “So, you’ve learned how to send, what’s it like?” Rita asked me.


“It’s kinda like talking over a jack, just with a different part of your mind.  Kinda,” I told her.  “It’s not hard at all.  I think both of you are gonna pick it up quick.”


“I noticed that she was sending to you the entire time she was teaching us, but I couldn’t understand it.  That was so bizarre.”

“She was splitting,” I told Sano.  “That thing where you can do two things at once.  I’d have never thought of using it like that.  I guess Rahne, and the other people born like this, they really are very different from us.”


“No argument there,” Sano agreed.  “It’s an entirely different way of thinking, of approaching things for us, but for them, it’s just Tuesday.”


I had to chuckle at that. “I’m gonna see if she’ll teach me how to do it tomorrow while you guys are learning how to send.  If I can learn how to split, I could talk on like two or three different chat channels in CO at the same time and not get confused.”


“I wonder how that works,” Rita mused.  “I mean, how do you do it?  I can’t fathom the idea that I’ll be splitting my mind into two independent pieces and have each of them work by itself.  I mean, do they fight?  Will they not like each other and refuse to merge back into one when I’m done?  Will I create an evil twin of myself inside my own head?”


“I have no idea, which is why I’m glad Rahne isn’t leaving yet,” I answered her.  “I’m sure I’ll find out in the morning.”


And I did.  Rahne agreed to my request, and before she started teaching the girls, she set me up with a little game that she said teaches splitting.  She brought up a hologram on the vidlink that had a split screen, and each side had something different.  It was a hard hologram, meaning I could touch it and interact with it, and she told me to do the math equations on the right side as I navigated a little dot through a maze on the left side.  She told me that to split, I didn’t focus on either of the sides of the hologram, I kinda let my mind take in both and then let my mind arrange itself to handle both tasks simultaneously.


It took me nearly two hours to figure it out, but I eventually did.  Once I got the hang of it, of concentrating on nothing, which let me see both sides of it and start working on them at the same time, I started to really get the hang of it.


As we ate lunch, she explained how it works in more detail with Sano and Rita listening, using an analogy where our attention was a handful of coins, and we could spend those coins on doing tasks.  But tasks that required us to use our bodies cost more than tasks that were purely mental, so there was a limit on how we could use splitting to do physical tasks.  And if we did something intensive that involved moving around a lot, like driving a bionoid or being merged to some other external asset, only one of our splits could do it.  I couldn’t drive a bionoid with one split and move my body around with the other, though I could remain aware of my body with one of my splits so I could watch viddy or talk to someone.  I just wouldn’t be able to move around, and may not even be able to move my arms.  She said that some people could, but most couldn’t.  She called the part of you that controlled an active body the dominant split, like the head honcho of all the different parts of me when I was splitting.

It was absolutely fascinating, and I was enthralled by the idea of it.  I practiced it all morning and most of the afternoon while Rahne taught Sano and Rita the basics of telepathy, a lesson I learned just a couple of days ago.  By the time the helper units served dinner to us, I had gotten splitting down to where I could easily handle the math/maze game, and had even tried branching out past that by listening to a netcast, trying to split my attention three ways so I was concentrating on all three at the same time, without really concentrating on any of them.  And I was able to manage it just before dinner.


When Rahne left for the evening, she left behind an entirely different dynamic in the house.  both Rita and Sano could send now, and the house was silent as we practiced, doing what Rahne told us to do and practicing, practicing, practicing.  And I didn’t realize how much work it was to send until I was doing it for hours at a time.  It left my mind tired by sunset, like I’d been working out my brain in an entirely new way, and all of us were tired of it by nine.


When Rita went to bed, exhausted form the day’s activity, I sat with Sano out on the deck, the two of us sitting on the steps leading down to the beach.  And it was so much different to send to her rather than speak to her, making it feel like were much more connected.


So, is it everything you hoped? I asked her, looking over at her.


So far, she replied, her sending fuzzy, a regression from earlier.  But that was because she was tired, and that made her sending lose clarity and focus.  Rahne said that both of us are considerably stronger than average for a telepath, so at least there’s that.  Not as strong as you, though, she added with a self-deprecating smile.  She said that Rita’s respectably  strong, but not a powerhouse like you, and that I’m just a tiny bit stronger than her.  And with some training, we’ll both be on the high side of the power curve.


That’s alright, I won’t let the bullies push you around on the playground, I assured her.


She laughed aloud.  My hero, she grinned, squeezing my hand.  I’m just so happy that Rita seems to be okay.  She doesn’t seem to be anxious or afraid at all.  I think she’s honestly liking being a Generation so far.


I think Rahne had a lot to do with that, I told her.  The way she explains it, the way she uses it, it doesn’t seem scary or intimidating at all.  I think whoever decided to send her to teach me and Rita was really smart.  She’s so kind and caring, it really shows.

Her husband is a lucky man, Sano noted lightly.  But I just can’t get over that accent.  It’s almost hypnotic.  Where is it from?


Scotland. She’s Scottish, I answered.  It even shows up a little when she speaks Faey.

And I thought I had an accent when I learned to speak Faey, she noted lightly, looking away from me for a moment.


I guess in that way, we’re kinda the same.  We were both pulled from our homes and thrown into an entirely different world.


Don’t ever compare what happened to me to what happened to you, she sent strongly, her thought brimming with emotion that I couldn’t identify.  She took my hand and held it tightly.

Sometimes I think I won the lottery, I told her, giving her a smile.  That someone as wonderful as you would have anything to do with someone like me.

She didn’t say anything.  She didn’t send anything.  She just gave me a gentle smile, put her head on my shoulder, and kept hold of my hand as we looked out over the ocean, which was illuminated by a nearly full moon sitting in the sky overhead..


And I almost wished that we could stay like that forever.

Rahne stayed with us for two more days, because Sano had to go back to work and I was going to go back to Jacksonville when she did, and she’d be coming to Jacksonville to continue teaching me every day until she felt I was good enough to be on my own. 

In those two days, all three of us learned a hell of a lot.  Rita and Sano learned more about telepathy, did the same game I did that taught them how to split, and learned how to commune and how to apply the lessons they learned in telepathy to commune.  All three of us learned how to send privately, as well as how to send to multiple people at once who weren’t close together, and how to send over long distances without “shouting in the ears” of people close to us.  That was a bit tricky, and it took us a bit to learn how to do it.  While they did that, Rahne taught me more about how to control my telepathy, since I was so much stronger than the girls, teaching me some advanced tricks to control my power as well as teaching me a few tricks she didn’t teach the girls.  She felt they weren’t quite ready to learn them, but when they had a little more experience, I was welcome to teach them those tricks myself.

We also found out that Rita had a very, very rare ability.  Rita kept complaining about hearing something strange despite her mind being closed, like urges and impulses on a telepathic level, and after Rahne investigated, she told us that Rita was able to use telepathy with animals.  She’d been sensing the mental states of animals around the house, whose minds were dominated by their instincts.  That was a very rare skill, she’d told us, and it caused her to call back to Karis and have the Karinnes talk to the U.N. and arrange special training for her, so she could master the skill.  It took a telepath that could communicate with animals to teach her, so they were going to track one down to train her.  It would have to be a telepath that wasn’t Faey, so it may take them a while to find one.  Until then, Rahne taught Rita some very basic exercises to allow her to ignore hearing the instinctive impulses of the animals around the house, to close herself off to them until she could get some specialized training.


In the meantime, Rahne heavily suggested that Rita get a pet, so she could practice with an animal with which she was familiar, and was familiar with her.  Rita agreed, and Rahne promised to find something for her.


And that led to a bit of a surprise on her last day at the villa.  When the destroyer settled into the water offshore, a dropship launched rather than Rahne coming over on a flying platform.  We came down to the beach where it landed, and we were a bit surprised when the hatch opened and this giant red-eyed dog bounded out of the hatch and down to the beach.  I looked at it, and realized that it wasn’t a dog, it was a giruzi!  Giruzi were dog-like animals from the planet Moridon, and they were famous because they were like electric eels.  They could generate a serious shock, could even project a lightning bolt over half a football field, which they used as a hunting tool in the wild.  They had been domesticated, and the Faey, U.N., Urumi, Karinnes, Shio Federation, and Moridon used them as service animals, as guard dogs, trackers, and law enforcement animals.  Nothing could scatter a crowd faster than the police bringing in a few giruzi.  They were well known to be highly intelligent animals, very easy to train, but they weren’t well known as pets because they were energetic animals that liked a lot of activity.  They were high maintenance animals, but if you were willing to put in the time, they rewarded you with love, loyalty, and protection.

I thought it was a good idea.  Rita lived alone down here, and having a giruzi in the house would make about any robber think twice about trying to break in.


But it wasn’t the only animal in the dropship.  Rahne came out carrying a small kitten, or at least what I thought was a kitten, and a larger cat bounded down the stairs and onto the sand.  They were only cat-like at first glance, however.  They had eerie eyes that were almost a solid lavender, no iris and the pupil barely visible, which was just a darker spot of violet in the lavender.  The one Rahne was holding had a calico-like coat of browns, blacks, reds, and orange, and the one on the ground was a dark violet color with light violet socks on its paws.  I’d never seen animals like them before.  “I found ye a nice pet, Rita,” Rahne said by way of greeting.  “Meet Tuki.  Tuki, heel,” she called in Faey, and the giruzi came over and sat down by her leg.  “Since ye live alone here, I thought ye having a giruzi about the house might be a good idea,” she smiled.  “And this cute little devil is called a tabi,” she added, hefting the tiny kitten in her arms.  “I brought her ta’ see if one o’ ye wanted to keep her.  Mimo there is my tabi,” she said, waggling her foot towards the tabi on the beach, “and this little rascal is her kitten, weaned and ready for a new home.  I think yui’ll find them ta’ be quite lovely pets.  They’re very popular on Karis.”


“You’re giving me a giruzi?” Rita asked in surprise.


“Aye, and Tuki has received some trainin’, so she’s ready ta’ live in a house. She’s been trained ta’ be a pet, not a guard animal, but she knows commands ta’ protect her owner that I’ll teach ye, Rita,” she explained.  “Now, these are the guard animals,” she said, hefting the cat again.  “Tabis are very special animals, guys.  They’re empathic.”

“They’re what?” Sano asked.


“They’re empaths,” she repeated.  “They can sense the emotional states o’ others, and they use it ta’ avoid predators.  They can sense hostile intent, like a predator that wants ta’ eat them.  These little furballs are the ultimate guard animals, guys, because they can sense it if someone wants ta’ do ye harm.”


“Wow, really?” I asked in surprise.


“Mmm-hmm,” she nodded, setting the tiny kitten—tabi down with the adult.  “So, do any of ye want her?”


I looked at the calico, and I considered how nice it would be to not be alone in the apartment.  Not that I didn’t have someone to talk to in Stanley, but Stanley’s not exactly good company.  “I’ll take it,” I blurted.


“Okay then.  Now, ye don’t pick a tabi, guys.  The tabi picks ye.  And Mimo here won’t just give up her kitten without makin’ sure yui’ll take good care o’ her.  So we’ll let Mimo decide if yuir allowed ta’ take her kitten, and we’ll see if the kitten likes ye enough ta’ go with ye,” she grinned.  “Alright, Mimo, he wants ta give yuir kitten a home.  Check him out,” she told the tabi on the ground in Faey.


I knelt down almost reflexively as the adult cat-like animal padded through the sand to us.  The adult tabi sniffed at my fingers, gave me a penetrating look with its eerie eyes, then gave a single sound that wasn’t a meow, it was like a melodious chirp.  That sound attracted the kitten, and I was not disappointed at all when the calico came straight to me and demanded that I pick it up.  “Congratulations, Kevin, Mimo approves, so ye are now owned by a tabi,” Rahne winked.  “Tabis use a litter box just like a cat does, and they’re omnivores, so they’ll eat just about anythin’.  They eat mostly meat, but they need some vegetables and a little bread in their diet ta’ stay healthy, so feed her some table scraps now and again ta’ supplement a diet of cat food, and she’ll be just fine,” she told me.

“I haven’t had a pet since I was a kid,” I said honestly, petting the little calico.  “And I think it’ll be nice to have someone else in the house.  It gets a little lonely in there sometimes.”

“Just ta’ warn ye, ye don’t spay or neuter tabis,” Rahne said lightly.  “They take that as hostile intent and they run away.  So if any male tabis move into yuir building, ye may be giving away yuir own kittens later on.”


“If a male can get into my apartment, more power to it,” I said easily.  “Besides, given I’ve never even heard of these, these may be the only tabis on Earth.”

So, I ended up with an entirely unplanned but not unwelcome addition to my house and to my life.  The calico was adorable, playful, affectionate, and I learned very quickly that it being an empath meant it was very easy to get along with.  It could sense when I was not happy with something that it did, so it would hopefully stop doing it.  I decided to name my new calico tabi Kishu, which meant adorable in Shio, because she was definitely adorable and Kishu sounded like a nice exotic name for a non-Terran pet.

Tuki hit it off with Rita almost immediately, acting like a little puppy despite the fact that she outweighed Rita by a good twenty kilograms.  Rita liked dogs, and had been considering getting one, so having the giruzi dropped on her was more of a windfall than an unwelcome surprise.  And good grief was it big.  Its head was only a couple of inches lower than Rita’s, and they stood nearly eye to eye with each other.  But if it was standing on its hind legs, it would be over two meters tall, much taller than Rita who probably barely reached 150 centimeters.  The giruzi was sleek, lithe, looked more like a greyhound than a heavy dog like a Saint Bernard, but its sheer size made it formidable.

But it was the eyes that were what was most intimidating.  Those glowing red eyes, the result of a bioluminescent reaction where the animal’s vision was based on that light emanating from the eyes, reflecting off things, then bouncing back to the eyes, made the giant dog-like animal look downright evil, and I could fully understand why they had a reputation for being intimidating animals.  The black coat and glowing eyes almost made it look like a hellhound from human myth, just one that could project lightning bolts.


The little kitten certainly made her presence known by staying very close to me as we learned the last thing Rahne wanted to teach us, and those were the exercises we could use to try to awaken our telekinetic ability.  And they were a little unusual, not at all what I expected.  I expected like meditation or something, but none of them were anything like that.


The first exercise was the oddest one.  Rahne gave each of us a softball-sized ball made of a rubber-like material, but the surface was black and smooth and cool to the touch, and it didn’t easily yield to pressure even though it did bounce if you threw it on the deck.  And it was surprisingly heavy despite being filled with air.  The first exercise was to study our black softball to the point where we were intimately familiar with every aspect of it.  Its size, its shape, its weight, the way it felt, even the way it smelled.  We were supposed to study it, concentrate on it, and learn everything there was to know about it.


The second exercise was similarly unusual, but I was starting to understand the method to the madness.  In that exercise, we stood up and did nothing more than move our arms, pushing our hands away and then bringing them back, away and back, away and back, like we were hula dancing or something.  While we did that, we were supposed to feel the motion as we concentrated on our hands the way we’d concentrated on the ball in the first exercise.

The third exercise brought the first two together.  In that exercise, it was the ball we were pushing away from us and then pulling back, and we had to concentrate both on the ball and on the motion at the same time, feeling the object we knew intimately move through the air as we concentrated on how it felt for it to move.  Then we had to envision the ball moving in our minds, investing into it the motion we were feeling.


They were weird exercises, but just about everything about this is weird, so that made it normal.  Rahne told us that it would take a while for us to manage to use TK, and that we’d know we were close when we started feeling a pressure behind our eyes when doing the third exercise.

After lunch, we got another pleasant surprise, in the form of a hovercar that slowed along the coast, turned to the house, and came down to land on the beach just at the edge of the deck.  We got up from the table where Rahne was explaining how it felt to use TK and saw the car hatch open, and Mrirma hopped out!  Her cubs hopped out just behind her as the trunk opened, and Mrijin went to the back and pulled out three suitcases using his telekinetic ability, floating them out.  “Mrima!” I said in surprise, coming down the stairs quickly,  I dropped to my knees and gave the tiny Pai a hug as she came up to us.  “When did you get back from Paian?”


“Now,” she said in halting Faey; I wasn’t wearing my interface, so I couldn’t get a translation.  She could understand me, but I couldn’t understand her.  “Interface.”


I put a hand to my face, then laughed.  “Sorry,” I said.  “How long are you staying?”

“Today.  Home tonight.”


I fetched my interface so I could talk to her as she and her cubs were brought up to the deck, and they were all sitting around or on the table when I got back, carrying my and Sano’s interfaces.  Mrijin and Mralla were adults, the same size as Mrima, but they had different fur coloration.  Mrijin was what I’d call a gray leopard, a dusky gray coat with black spots, and was closest to Mrima’s gray tabby-like fur.  Mralla was almost solid tan, like a cougar, but had black tips on her ears and the tip of her tail.  Both of them were wearing only that Pai kilt-like garment that they favored, split in the back for their tails.  All three were sitting on the table instead of in chairs.  “They cleared us to come through the quarantine just this morning,” Mrima said after we put on our interfaces.  “I have to be back at work in the morning, but I thought I’d stop by and see you guys before we return to Norfolk.”


“You know this means you’ve been exposed to the virus,” Sano told her.


“That’s a moot point,” she said.  “I guess you guys haven’t heard yet.”


“Heard what?”


“They’ve partially opened the borders of quarantined planets to each other,” she told us.  “They’re allowing people like us who got stuck behind quarantine to come home, because they’re saying that the virus can no longer be stopped.  Right now, they’re saying that the strategy is to just let it infect everyone behind a quarantine to get it over with, then keep them quarantined until the virus dies out.”


“Holy smokes,” I blurted.  “Then things must be really bad.”


“This is news ta’ me.  Think I’ll call back home and see what Jason has ta’ say,” Rahne said, then she turned slightly away from us and put a finger to her interface.


“I think it’s only right that it’s my best friend on Terra that gives us the virus,” Mrima said, smiling at me.


“Well, you’re infected now,” I grinned at her.  “All of you are.”


“Which I’m glad about,” Mralla declared.  “I think it’s gonna be awesome being a telepath.”


“So far it’s been pretty interesting,” I told her.  “I thought I’d hate it, or I’d be afraid of it, but I’m honestly more intrigued by it than anything else.  It’s kinda fun.”

“I am so ready to find out for myself,” she grinned in reply.


“Have all three of you expressed?” Mrima asked.


“Yeah,” Rita replied.  “Me and Sano have just finished learning the basics, and Kevin’s right.  It’s not as scary as I thought it was going to be.  I’m really interested to learn more now.”


“That’s a healthy attitude,” Mrima told her with a nod.


“It’s a lot easier than I expected it to be,” Sano added.  “I thought it would be super-hard to use, but it’s not.  In fact, it’s almost too easy to use.  I think that’s why people have trouble with it when it first expresses.”


“Yeah.  So, we have some catching up to do, you can tell us all about what you’ve learned so we know what to expect,” Mrima said.  “And while I’m here, I’ll teach you a little about telekinesis.”


“Rahne’s already taught us a little, including some exercises we can do to try to awaken it.”


“The three exercises?” Mrima asked, and I nodded.  “Shoulda figured,” she chuckled, looking at the distracted red-headed woman.  “I was going to teach you those before we went home.”


“Well, that just means you won’t have that eating up your visit time,” Sano told her with a smile.  “I’d much rather spend the rest of the day hearing all about what happened while you were on Paian.”


“Jason says that’s what they’re doin’,” Rahne announced, looking at us.  “He said the doctors are afraid that the virus will mutate inta’ somethin’ deadly, somethin’ that kills us rather than changes us, so now the game plan is ta’ simply let the virus run its course on the planets it’s infectin’, then keep everyone quarantined until the virus dies.  He said ta’ expect them ta’ open up travel between quarantined planets soon, allowin’ us ta’ move freely within the quarantine.  I’m a bit surprised,” she mused.  “Jason was against anythin’ like that.  He musta gotten new information that changed his mind.  He did say somethin’ that’s quite disturbin’, though,” she said soberly.  “He said they think the virus isna’ natural.”

“Isn’t—you mean it was created in a lab?” Sano asked.


“Aye,” she replied.  “The entire reason we weren’t allowed off o’ Karis was because people have tried to get our DNA before, ta’ create their own Generations.  If this virus was made, then someone managed ta’ finally pull it off…somehow.  I’ll bet Jason’s rippin’ Karis apart lookin’ for whoever did it.  Makes me almost glad I’m here instead.”


“Whoa, that’s some serious news,” I said.  “And way above our pay grade.”


“Welcome ta’ the big table, Kevin,” she said without much humor.  “It’s above my pay grade too.  I’m just a glorified banker, I usually ignore the politics.  But sometimes, Jason tells me more than I want ta’ know.”

I had to think about that for a minute.  If it was artificial, then…holy crap.  Maybe that was why it spread so fast, and was infecting like everyone instead of just one species.  I could only try to imagine what may have caused some government to do something like that.  Were they that afraid of the Generations that they decided to make their own?  Or was it jealousy, wanting what they had?  Or was it both?  No matter the reason, the result was the entire Confederation in chaos, economies crashing, and people stuck in their houses because of a seemingly unstoppable virus rampaging across planets spread over half the galaxy.  And the pain wasn’t just to governments or businesses, it was to people.  Bullox was very worried that he might lose his pub if he couldn’t reopen it soon, and Braggan was flat broke now and had no idea how he was going to pay his rent when he would finally be allowed to go back to work.  He had to pay the back rent too, and he said if he missed one more payment, he might be evicted because it would be too much to pay.


“It is above our pay grade, so nothing we need to worry about,” Mrima declared.  “So, tell me all about what you guys learned!  I’m so excited to know!”


And just like that, Mrima changed the entire mood around the table.  We spent most of the early afternoon describing what telepathy was like to Mrima and her cubs, and told her about what we’d been up to while Rahne was teaching us.  They met Rita’s new giruzi Tuki, which made them a little nervous given it was so huge, and they also met Kishu, which they all but fell in love with as soon as they saw her.


It was almost funny…the tabi wasn’t much smaller than they were.


We then heard about them getting stuck on Paian, how they’d had to all but camp out in Mrima’s parents’ living room, and how the mood changed on the planet as more information came in, then the virus showed up there.  “It was the strangest thing.  People were celebrating when they announced the virus was on Paian,” she said with an amused look on her furry face.  “The Karinnes are way more involved with us than they are with most other empires, so most of us know what Generations are and have seen what they can do from up close.  Ever since we met the Karinnes, they’ve been really involved in the Cooperative.”


“That’s because Pai telepaths can hear commune without being Generations.  Yuir the only telepaths we’d ever met that could, at least up until now,” Rahne explained.  “Ye silly kitties really threw us all for a loop.  Ye even incited a wholesale change in security inside the house.”

“Sorry, not sorry,” Mrima grinned.  “Anyway, right now, Paian is a madhouse as Pai telepaths run around and teach new telepaths the basics.  Kind of what Rahne did for you,” she said, nodding towards the Scotswoman.  “My parents live in a fairly remote area, so the virus hadn’t reached us yet.  That reminds me, Kevin, you’ll have to take us home,” she said, looking over at me.  “Nobody who’s not infected is allowed to drive anything because of the risk we pass out at the controls.”


“I’d be happy to,” I assured her.  “And I can understand why they put in that rule.  I ended up in the annex with a broken nose when it happened to me.  They said I passed out literally while walking across the living room, and landed flat on my face.”

“Ouch,” Mrijin sounded.


“Did you guys miss many classes?” Sano asked.


“None that weren’t cancelled in advance,” Mralla answered.  “We were on summer break when all this started, and classes started back up again just last takir.  We were attending class using rented bionoids, which was really annoying.”


“Mrima told us.  No tails,” Sano laughed.


“Mrrshan’s whiskers, I had no idea how much not having a tail would mess with me,” Mrijin said.  “I fell down like ten times in the first hour in that human bionoid.”


“Why?” Rita asked.


“The weight of the tail,” Sano told her.  “I have some issues after logging out, we call it Phantom Tail Syndrome.  I have to wait a minute or two before I stand up, or I’ll fall flat on my face thinking that I have to shift my weight forward to take the tail into account.  I’d bet it’s even worse for them, since them having a tail is the norm.”


“Truth,” Mralla laughed.  “I still find myself nearly falling over like every time I walk.”

“Classes are a little chaotic at the moment,” Mrijin continued.  “Even the teachers are a little scattered after all this.  And many of them are out, so you never know every time you attend if your teacher will be there, or if it’ll be a substitute.”


“I’m surprised they didn’t just cancel or postpone the term,” Sano said.


“I’m glad they didn’t.  School gives us something to do, and keeps Mom out of our fur,” Mralla said, giving Mrima a sly look.


“It’s how I make sure you’re actually learning something,” Mrima said shamelessly.


“Been much going on in the game while we were gone?’ Mrijin asked.


“Not really,” I answered.  “I haven’t really logged in since I transitioned.  I’ve been too busy learning how to control it to play.”


“Everyone’s just in a holding pattern right now,” Sano added.  “Lots of people offline due to the pandemic.  We haven’t raided since we finished the overworld raids, so we’ve just been farming Citadel trash for drops and skill crystals, waiting for everything to get back to normal.”


“With the changes, maybe this means they’re opening the planet back up,” I mused.  “People can go back to work, and Bullox won’t be afraid he’ll have to close his pub.  That’ll get us a big step back towards normal”


“Most likely,” Rahne said.  “If they’re relaxin’ the quarantine, then they’ll reopen the businesses.  I doubt yui’ll be restricted ta’ yuir buildin’ when ye get home, Kevin.”


“Eh, it wasn’t all that bad, since we the stores were being restocked,” I shrugged.  “I don’t go out much anyway.”

“I wonder what it’s going to be like out on the streets after all this is over,” Mrima said.  “I wonder if people are even going to talk anymore.”


“Aye, they will, at least after they get used ta’ things,” Rahne said.  “The Faey are a great example of how things will work.  They still talk ta’ each other despite them all being telepaths.  An’ I get the feeling that most of the new cousins will talk because it’s their habit.”


“Cousins?” Mrijin asked.


“It’s what we Generations call each other.  Cousin.  Because we can sense each other, it’s like we’re all one big family.”


“You’ll understand when you transition,” I told him.  “I can sense who’s a Generation and who’s not just by looking at them.”


“We all can,” Rahne nodded.


“And it does make it feel like we’re all related.  Connected,” Rita told them.  “I look at Sano and Kevin and Rahne, and I feel, well, closer to them, because I can sense that they’re like me.  Kindred spirits.”


“Aye, it’s the strangest thing on Karis,” Rahne said.  “Morale on the planet has never been higher than right now.  An’ it’s definitely a good thing.”


“I can understand why.  It’s like other Generations aren’t strangers, even if I’ve never met them before,” I told her.


“I can’t wait to find out for myself,” Mralla said eagerly.


“So, we’re just dastardly outsiders now, eh?” Mrima grinned at me.


“Yup,” I replied with a grin of my own.  “We should kick you out of the house, you strange, alien thing you.”


She laughed.  “Not until after dinner, you’re not,” she challenged.  “Please, please tell me you have some fish in the fridge.”


“Yes we do.  Rahne pulled some strings and got us some fresh food delivered a couple of days ago.  We have salmon steaks.”


“Awesome!  I love salmon!” Mralla perked up.

Dinner didn’t happen immediately, however.  We sat out on the deck for hours and chatted, Rahne getting to know Mrima and the cubs as we all caught up on what had been going on.  We moved inside to eat once it was dinnertime, and caught up on the news.  They did what Rahne said they’d do, Secretary Kim was on the vidlink announcing that the planetary quarantine was being partially lifted, which would allow us to move around freely on the planet, we just couldn’t leave it.  He also said what Rahne predicted, admitting that the virus could not be stopped, and that as of now, the strategy of the U.N. and TERA was to manage the transition of the population to make it as orderly and easy as possible, including setting up remote learning classes for people to learn more about telepathy, telekinesis, and splitting.  Effectively, he was telling us that the entire planet was going to become Generations, and now the plan was to make that transition, both for people and for society in general, as painless and smooth as possible.

After dinner, it was time to take Mrima and the cubs home.  We piled into my skimmer after they said goodbye to the girls, and I lifted off and headed for Norfolk.  Mrima sat up front with me as the cubs sat in the back, doing some studying, and it gave us a chance to talk.  “So, now that we’re alone, how has it really been?” she asked seriously.


“Pretty much what I said in front of the girls,” I told her.  “It’s been good since Rahne started teaching me.  I thought I’d be afraid of it, especially after those first days when I couldn’t block out the thoughts of others, but Rahne showed me what telepathy can be, and I’m honestly interested in it now.  Interested enough that I’m going to sign up for those advanced classes they’re going to offer through the Academy.  It’s almost amazing what you can do with telepathy, Mrima.  What Rahne has taught me in the last week makes me want to learn more.  Much, much more.  And I’m really looking forward to learning TK from you.  Rahne showed us some tricks you can do with it, and it’s like we’ve all been giving a new toy that we have to learn how to use.”


“I’m glad to hear that you’re doing okay,” she said with an honest smile.  “I’ve been very worried about you.”


“And I appreciate that, small furry adopted Mom,” I teased, which made her laugh.  I reached over and took her tiny hand between two fingers.  “Seriously.  I don’t think you know how much I truly appreciate how much you care about me, Mrima.  It makes me feel like I have someone out there I can talk to when I need advice.”


“I’m always here if you need to talk, Kevin,” she said warmly, looking over at me with a kind look.  “But I have to admit, I haven’t worried as much about you lately.  You’ve come a long way from the boy I knew back at 2M.  You’re much more confident now, much better equipped for handling the real world, and you’re even dating a girl I approve of.”


I had to laugh.  “Sano is something special,” I agreed.  “I hope I don’t blow it.”


“You’d better not.  If you make me come down here and fix things between you two, I’ll be very cross.”

“I’d take the help if you do.”


“Have you moved much further?”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, have you gotten further than the goodnight kiss yet?”


“What a thing to ask,” I accused, looking down at her.


“She’s Shio, you silly boy, but she’s not dead,” she retorted seriously.  “And you’d better show some initiative or she’ll think you’re afraid of commitment.”


“She has me at her beck and call.  Isn’t that commitment enough?” I challenged.


“That just proves you’re desperate, not committed,” she grinned.

I had to laugh, then pushed her shoulder.  “Shut up,” I demanded.


It took us about two hours to get to Norfolk, time I spent catching up with Mrima outside of the earshot of the girls.  Mrima really was almost like a mom to me, to all of us actually, and she spent as much time asking about Rita and Sano as she did about me.  She liked to keep up with what was really going on in our lives, being a nosy mom to all of us.  I delivered the cubs to their apartment building first, then landed outside Mrima’s building, which was a good ten miles from the cubs’ building, which Mrima had done on purpose so the cubs felt they had space from her while her still being close by in case they needed her.  I knelt down and gave her another hug.  “Be careful, okay?” I told her.  “Stay sitting down or laying down as much as you can once you start feeling tired.  That’s a warning sign that you’re in transition.”


“I will,” she promised.  “I’m so glad you’re okay, Kevin.”

“Me too,” I said, patting her back.  “I’ll call you once I finish my lesson with Rahne, okay?  We can work out when we’ll do our lessons with you.”


“Ah, so you are still doing lessons with her.”


I nodded.  “She said it may be a month or so until she feels I’ve learned what I need to know,” I told her.  “She’s only really done teaching the girls, and that I can teach the girls what she teaches me.  And after she’s done teaching me, I’m going to sign up for those advanced classes they’re offering through the Academy.  I’ve learned so much, and it only makes me want to learn more.”


“Good for you, Kevin,” she said, giving me a smile after I rose back up.  “But don’t you forget, I’m going to be teaching you about TK.”


“I wouldn’t miss it for the world,” I smiled.  “So, talk to you tomorrow?”


“You bet.  You be good now.  And for Mrraka’s sake, kiss that girl like you mean it. That goodbye kiss you gave her was pathetic.  Just pathetic!”


I swatted her, which made her laugh.

I watched her hop up the steps to the door of her building, which opened as she approached it, her suitcase floating beside her rather than her carrying it.  and I found myself being eager for the day when I met her again face to face and knew that she was a Generation.  That I could send to her, commune with her, share with her this new world that I found myself in, a world I very much enjoyed and wanted to explore more.


I wanted to look at Mrima and feel that connection to her that I did with Rahne and the girls.  I wanted to feel like she really was my family...because, to be honest, she already was.  And I felt so lucky to have friends like her, and Rita, and Sano, and even my in-game friends Alandra, Meldo, Braggan, Hinasa, and Bullox.  I felt like I was rebuilding my life, and in a strange way, this virus, this pandemic, this change, had made me feel closer to my friends, helped fill the gaping hole torn out of my soul by the Trillanes when I was sent to that farm.


I could say it.  I was healing.  It was slow going, and I may never be whole again, but I was healing.  After fourteen years, I was finally healing.  Each day left me feeling a little better than the day before, and I had my friends to thank for that.


It made me hopeful that tomorrow would be better than today.  And I never thought I’d ever feel that way again.
