Chapter 13



Kaista, 4 Kiraa, 4393 Orthodox Calendar



Saturday, 31 January 2008, Native Regional Reckoning



Charleston, West Virginia (Native designation),Orala Nature Preserve, American Sector


Burying his father hadn’t even been this hard.

Jason stood silently over a mound of freshly lain earth, a hand barely holding onto the umbrella keeping the rain off of him as he looked blankly down at the simple headstone marking the 160th victim of the Chesapeake disaster.

Arthur Jebediah Northwood, M.D.
1953 – 2008

For twenty days he clung to life, in terrible pain, drifting in and out of consciousness as Symone, Jason, and everyone else did everything they could to get him better.  For a few days, he did begin to improve, but his severe burns became infected, and after that he faded rapidly.  His last days were spent in a drug-induced haze, the only thing anyone could think of to help ease the horrific pain he was under from his burns, burns that seared off skin and flesh, and burned down to expose several of the vertebrae in his back.  The dreadful severity of those burns, the lack of true medical facilities, and the fact that Northwood was the only person with any kind of medical training still alive, had been a lethal combination for him.

They had done all they could, but it hadn’t been enough.


Temika, on the other hand, was on her way to recovery.  Her burns were severe, but they hadn’t been in the same places as they’d been on Doc; in a way, Doc had saved Temika’s life because he’d been riding behind her.  Doc’s body shielded Temika from the brunt of the shockwave and flame of the explosion.  She wouldn’t have use of her left arm for a couple of months, if she ever did again, but she was up and about now, her arm lashed to her side with a sling, her hair regrowing and her savage burns slowly mending as they applied the last of the Faey compounds that induced flesh to regrow and stimulated the body’s regeneration.

But being up and about was not the same as recovering.


Nobody really felt recovered.  The destruction of Chesapeake and the loss of so many of their friends and family had put them all in a state of shock.  Luke had not spoken a word to anyone since he’d discovered that his entire family had been killed, he simply sat on a bench in the garage across from the capitol building with a wrench in his hands, turning it over and over and over.  Tom Jackson refused to leave the room where Jason had a TV set up, watching CNN every waking moment…why, Jason had no idea.  But he was utterly obsessed, waiting for some news or picture or, something.  Until then, he just stared at the TV with this strange, scary expression on his face.  Quite a few people cried all the time, others wouldn’t stop talking about it.  Some buried themselves in work, others slept virtually all the time, some withdrew from others, some talked endlessly with anyone around, afraid to be alone and in silence for even a second.  Each person was trying to find his or her own way of coping with the grief.  But Jason could only feel anger.  Terrible anger.


Anger, and crushing weight.  It had been his responsibility as town mayor to keep everyone safe, and he had failed.  People had died on his watch, people that didn’t have to die.  He’d known about the dangers, he’d started this plan to move everyone to safety, but he didn’t take it seriously enough to demand a faster timetable.  Because of his arrogance in believing they wouldn’t find him, one hundred and sixty of his friends were now dead.


It was his responsibility.


But now there was a new responsibility.  He was still mayor, and he had a duty to the people remaining to get them set up and safe, get Charleston up and running, and then he would leave here and go after the bitches that had done this.  He had a duty now to ensure that their deaths would not be in vain, and that they would never be forgotten.

They wouldn’t forget it on the other side of the Frontier either.  The cause of the explosion, according to CNN, now had an official cause, but Kiaari had gone out to collect information days after the explosion, to try to find out what had happened, and had returned six days ago with quite a different story than what was showing on CNN.  That bit of news had been terrifying to Jason, because it directly concerned him.


The attack on Chesapeake wasn’t a raid on the town for slaves, or an attack on squatters…it was a direct attempt to kill him.  Though Kiaari hadn’t gotten the complete story, what she did manage to piece together was that the decision to kill him was because he was a telepath, not because of his runaway status or anything like that.  This Kiaari deemed as very important, and Jason had to agree.  They suddenly feared him, a human telepath, feared him so much that they’d sent a military unit out on a secret mission to do nothing less than murder him and everyone around him, to totally destroy any evidence that he had ever been there.  They had gone in there with orders to kill everyone, recover any technological equipment or information they could find, then hide the evidence of the massacre by burning down the town…ironically, the same idea Jason had had to hide the fact that the town was abandoned.  But they were specifically there to kill him, and they were supposed to come back with ironclad proof of his death, in the form of his dead body.  They’d deduced—correctly—that the town populated with technically savvy people also included Jason Fox, and they’d come down to assassinate him before the town completed its apparent dismantling and scattering.  Jason’s plan to move the town had incited the attack before they had reliable confirmation that he was really there.


The explosion was thought to be his airskimmer, for his skimmer had a power plant in it of sufficient size to produce an explosion of that magnitude.  Their speculation was that he had trapped the skimmer, soldiers had entered it and set it off, and that had caused the explosion that had vaporized all of Huntington and Chesapeake, wiped out the town, killed the inhabitants, and also caused the deaths of 74 Trillane soldiers and destroyed four hoverbikes, two armored hovercars, and two dropships.

The aftermath of the explosion was still in the process off fallout, according to Kiaari.  The noble that had ordered the attack had been sacked, at least in the manner of Trillane nobility.  The Zarina had been packed off back to the Trillane home planet of Arctus III, basicly sent to a minor land holding where she would be kept under a watchful eye, out of trouble, and forever out of the workings of the politics of House Trillane.  Heads rolled within the Trillane Army ranks as well, as those who planned the attack were demoted and reassigned.  They weren’t punished for the attack, they were punished because the attack caused a large section of the Orala preserve to turn into a mushroom cloud, which was a disaster in that it brought glaring, Imperium-wide attention to Earth and to that tiny town that was supposed to silently burn down without anyone ever knowing what had happened there.  Had Steve not blown up the exomech and killed everyone, they’d probably have been given cash bonuses and medals.  Instead, they were given the boot.


There was no way that such a thing could be kept secret forever, so Trillane had leaked selectively to CNN about Jason Fox and his renegade status, and the fact that he had fled with an airskimmer.  CNN, naturally, picked it up, did a little research, and villified him once they had just enough information to back their hasty conclusions.  The story about him had been predictably unflattering, as they painted him as a nefarious villain who had stolen from his school, used an elaborate network of criminal activities to raise the money to buy the airskimmer, ran away using it, then monkeyed with it in ways he shouldn’t have and proceeded to blow himself up.  Officially, the Orala Explosion, as it was now called, had been his airskimmer, and the explosion was being blamed on him.  The Imperium now believed him to be dead, and while Trillane highly suspected it, they still wouldn’t be convinced of it until they had possession of his dead body.  Jason had squeezed out of tight spots before, and they were giving him that much respect so as to believe that he might have survived the explosion somehow.


Being listed as dead was good in that the Imperium now would stop looking for him.


It was bad in that with him now being officially dead and not simply missing, the royalty payments being sent to his secret bank accounts had been terminated, cutting him off from the primary source of funding for the town and for his plans for rebellion.  His patents were now public domain, and that meant that they fell to the ownership of the Ministry of Technology.


That was only a minor setback, though.  He already had a plan for getting around that.


The anger had been useful for that, at least.  While waiting for Kiaari to come back with news, Jason had sat down and drawn up some elaborate plans for the future.  In that time had had worked out exactly how he was going to set up the rebellion, what it would do, how it would operate, how it would fund itself, and what it would have to do in order to secure its stated objective of kicking Trillane off Earth and petitioning the Empress for a new noble house to seated, one more attentive to the needs of the natives.  Unlike before, when he hadn’t really known what he was going to do or how he was going to go about it, now he had a detailed plan of action, with great attention to detail and marked milestones that would govern how their activities operated and expanded.

And it would all begin in Colorado.


Kiaari’s suggestion of Cheyenne Mountain was, naturally, a solid one.  After researching it, he found that she’d been correct in that it was everything they needed…and with him now being dead, he wasn’t as worried about them looking for him.  Once the last of the Faey presence in the Frontier faded, he would be leaving for Cheyenne Mountain, where he would begin preparing it to become the new secret base of operations for the resistance movement.  Once he was done, then it would be time to start attacking Trillane.


Jason sighed.  That would be a ways in the future.  He didn’t see himself leaving Charleston until he was sure that everyone would be alright, and they were ready to work without him.  He’d probably be there until spring, at least.  There was Tim and Temika to worry about, and not just physically.  Her frenzied report of what happened in Chesapeake had revealed to everyone that she was also a telepath, and like Jason, had kept it a secret from everyone.  They’d taken Jason’s telepathy at least moderately well, but now there was a hint of paranoia among the survivors, even in their grief, as they wondered just who else had telepathic ability.  Because of the fear, Symone had convinced Tim to reveal himself as well…so now everyone knew that the tight little group of Jason, Tim, Temika, and Symone wasn’t just because they were friends, it was because they were all telepathic.


But at least there were no torches and pitchforks.  Right now, the fact that the four of them were telepaths wasn’t exactly high on the list of priorities for the survivors.  They still had to come to grips with the awful calamity that had befallen their tight-knit community, the loss of over two thirds of the population of the town in a single terrible event.


“I’m sorry, Doc,” Jason said in a muted tone, with nothing but the sound of the rain pattering around him reaching his ears.  “I did what I thought was best, but I guess it wasn’t good enough.”


At least with his father, he’d been ready for it.  He’d gotten worse and worse over time, and when that time finally came and he passed away, Jason had been prepared.  In a way, he almost felt relieved, relieved that his father wouldn’t suffer with the terrible pain anymore.  But this had been so sudden, even with the understanding that it could happen…but that was no consolation, no help when it did happen.  He knew that the time before moving to Colorado would be for him as much as the others, to give him time to come to grips with the extent of the disaster, and let him properly grieve both for so many friends lost and for his own part in what had happened.


But now, at least, he had time for it.  The increased Imperial activity would drive Trillane’s slaving operations underground, and since they all thought he was dead, he didn’t have to worry about them chasing him anymore.


Jyslin.  She probably thought he was dead too.  He’d turned off his panel completely since the explosion, afraid that Jyslin would call and that the Faey crawling all over the region would intercept the tightbeam on the panel somehow and use it to find them.  For twenty days, she had probably been going crazy trying to find out what was going on, what happened, if he was alive or dead.  It pained him to think she was upset.  And right now, more than any other time in his entire life, he desperately wanted to be near her, wanted to feel her arms around him and help him make sense of it all with her calm confidence and her gentle love, wanted to feel that radiant presence in his mind that told him she was just a thought away.

He thought about it the rest of the day, sitting in a chair by his bed as he listened to the rain, cradling one of his railguns, endlessly loading the magazine and then removing it, loading then removing, loading then removing.  The part of him that knew it was stupid to give away the fact that he wasn’t dead warred with the part of him that loved Jyslin and hurt deeply at the thought that she thought he might be dead or wounded.  He struggled with himself all day, ignoring calls to come eat, ignoring knocks at his apartment door, even Symone’s insistent sending to come out.  His mind raced with ideas and plans of how to safely tell Jyslin that he was alright without anyone else finding out.  Several times he had to resist the powerful urge to just turn on his panel and call her.

That was was absolutely out of the question, because too many knew he had that panel…but he did need to get word to her that he was alive.  He had every confidence that she’d never tell a soul that he was alive.  He just had to make sure that he did it in such a way that he was certain that only Jyslin received that message.


Well, there was no reason for him to be overly stupid.  He knew exactly how to tell her that he was alive, without calling or contacting her in any way.  He just had to get close to her.  If he was within five miles of her, maybe even ten given Jyslin’s power, she’d sense him.  She knew his mind intimately, and his proximity would be like an alarm bell going off in her head.  That’s all it would take.


And that was easy.  Besides, he needed to make sure his airskimmer was undetectable at close proximity to Faey military sensors.  If it wasn’t, then he had more work to do.


As the sun dipped towards the western horizon, Jason stood up, put his rail gun down in his chair, then pulled on his overshirt.  He pulled his jacket down from the hook by the door and opened it, and found himself staring right into Symone’s eyes, her fist up and preparing to knock on the door.  She flinched and stepped back, then gave a rueful chuckle.  About time.  You gonna answer me now?

No, he replied dryly, stepping past her.


“Well, you need to listen,” she told him.  “We just ran out of accellerant for Mika.  We need to send a team out to New Myrthan to buy more.  It’s sold in any drugstore.  We could have just gone and done it, but nobody wanted to do it without your permission.  You know, given with what’s going on and all.”


“I’ll take care of it,” he answered aloud, matching her.  “I’m going to go out anyway.”


Really?  What do you intend to do?


I’m going to fly over Washington D.C. at low altitude, he answered.


Jyslin?

He nodded.


She’d sense you from fifty kathra away.  You wouldn’t have to get anywhere near the city.

A kathra was a unit of measurement the Faey used that was roughly half a mile, a bit smaller than a kilometer.


That’s the plan.  We’ll land somewhere and pick up the accelerant on the way back.


Why don’t you land somewhere near Jyslin so you can see her?  I think it would do you some good.


No, it’s too dangerous, he answered.  They think I’m dead, Symone.  They even cancelled my royalty payments.  I can’t waste this opportunity by letting them find out I’m not.  They came down into the main conference room, which was empty.  I’m not even leaving the airskimmer.  You are.

Me, eh?  I guess that could work.


I need you along anyway.


Why?


I’m going to teach you how to fly.


Really?  And why do I need to know how to fly?


Because we’re not going to have one flying unit forever, he answered.  That’s going to be one aspect of the training anyone who goes with me is going to receive.  Everyone will have to be able to fly.  I’m going to teach everyone everything they’d need to get a class three license.

Ah, so they’ll know Faey traffic protocols, clever, Symone agreed with a nod.  Sounds like you’ve done some thinking.


I’ve done a lot of thinking, he answered soberly, picking up the CB handheld on a stand by the door.  “I’m going to go pick up some medical supplies for Temika,” he called over the radio.  “If anyone needs anything that we can buy from a drugstore, come to my airskimmer in the next five minutes so we can put it on the list.”  Tim, come to the airskimmer, I need you.

I’m on the way.

Several people answered that they had items they needed, and Jason put the radio back as Symone grabbed a coat from the coatrack by the door and pulled it on.  They stepped out into the icy sunset and padded across the lawn of the estate to where Jason’s airskimmer was parked, on the old helipad behind the building.  It was safe now to park it out in the open, because the hologram above hid it from cameras, and the Faey that had been crawling all over the place had all left.  There was only a single Faey unit in the area now, a research team that was here to study the aftereffects of the explosion, its impact on the geography, the earth, and the environment.  It was a scientific expedition, not a military one.  They only had four soldiers with the ten scientists to serve as guards, and they were fifty miles away.  They had no vehicles other than a single dropship and a flying platform for moving equipment around.  Jason reached his skimmer as several people rushed towards it, and he went in as Symone intercepted them at the steps.  “Alright alright, someone give me some paper so we can make a list,” she called to them.


“Mister Jason?” Luke called, pushing past Symone and into the skimmer.  “Mister Jason?”


“Luke?” Jason asked in surprise.  “It’s good to see you, man.  What do you need?”


The burly man stumped up the aisle and to the cockpit seats, then sat down in the copilot’s chair.  “I just wanted to ask you something.”


“Sure, go ahead.”


“When do you plan to leave?”


“I haven’t set a solid date yet, Luke,” he answered.  “When I’m pretty sure that everyone’s going to be alright, and I’m sure the defenses we have here are going to work, I’ll be ready to go.  I just can’t leave right now, not after—“ he broke off.  “Not yet.  Not until I know everyone is going to be okay.”


“Well, Mister Jason, when you go, I want to go with you, if you’ll have me,” he said resolutely.  “They killed my family, Mister Jason.  I thought I’d be torn up with hatred, but, but it ain’t like that.  I just wanna get them off my planet so they don’t do it to nobody else, that’s all.”


“The plan isn’t to kick all of them off the planet,” he warned in a gentle voice.  “The plan is to force the Empress to remove Trillane and replace them with people we can trust.  People we can work with, who’ll treat us like people and not like property.”


“I understand that and all, sir.  I just don’t want nobody who did what they did to us to be here.  Not all Faey are bad.  Miss Symone could never be that way, and if she can’t be that way, then there gotta be other Faey like her.  If you’ll have me, I want to help you kick the ones that did this off our planet and find someone like Miss Symone to come in and replace them.”


Jason saw the look of sober adamance in Luke’s large eyes, and nodded silently.  “Welcome aboard, Luke,” he said, holding out his hand. Luke took it and shook it firmly, and gave him a wan smile.  “Sit there,” he said, pointing at the co-pilot’s chair.  “If you’re gonna be with me, we may as well get started.”

“Started with what?”


“Your training,” he answered.  “Anyone who joins the rebellion has to be able to fly a hovercar, airskimmer, or dropship.  So, welcome to your first training flight.”


“I’m here Jayce,” Tim called from the back of the airskimmer.  “What did you need?”


“You,” he answered.  “Take a seat.”


“Alright,” he said, filing in and sitting down behind Jason’s chair.  “You don’t have this thing started yet?”


“Not yet,” he answered.  “Symone!”


“Just a sec,” she called from the back, where people were either telling her what they needed or were handing her pieces of paper.  She finished up, then closed the hatch and came in and sat down behind Luke.


“Alright, the three of you have told me you’re going with me, so welcome to your first official act as rebels,” he told them, which made Symone chuckle.


The hatch opened again, and Kate rushed in.  She closed it behind her and scurried forward.  “We’re just going to get some supplies, Kate,” Jason told her.


“I just want to get out of Charleston for a while,” she answered, sitting down behind Tim.


Jason gave her a curious look, and she returned it with a serious one that told him she had a reason to be here.


“Next time we do this, you’re all bringing notebooks,” he told them.  “I’ll get my study manual and let you borrow it too.  Now, let’s start with the basics, like turning it on, and work from there.”


“Do what?” Tim asked.


“Teaching you to fly this thing, Tim,” Jason answered.  “Anyone going with me when I leave has to be able to fly.  It’s going to be mandatory.”


“Ohhh, okay.  Teach on, then.”


Jason walked them through the entire procedure of startup, then explained how the controls worked in great detail before they lifted off.  Once they did, he started going over the basics of the Faey traffic control system as they started off to the east-northeast.  “Begging your pardon, Mister Jason, but why do we need to know about Faey traffic control?”


“Because, Luke, you may not always be flying a shielded skimmer.  I intend to steal more skimmers, and even dropships, and whoever’s behind the controls had better know Faey protocols, or you won’t get the ship off the ground.  The idea behind stealing one isn’t to charge in, jump into the cockpit, and fly off like a police chase.  It’s going to be about quietly getting into the ship and acting like you’re supposed to be there, then dealing with traffic control like you’re any other pilot.  Then you just take off and fly away.”


“Ah, yeah, that makes sense.”


“When I’m done, any of you would be able to walk into any Faey air facility and pass the Class 3 license exam,” he told them, glancing back.  When he did so, he saw Kiaari’s approving nod, and he gave her a slight smile.  “Tomorrow morning, I want all of you in the conference room at eight sharp.  You’re going to be taking classes on flying.  And expect to be getting quizzes,” he warned.  “I’ll quiz you every day on the rules and regulations.  Nobody’s getting behind the controls until you know the rules backwards and forwards.”


“Sounds reasonable,” Tim said. “Where are we going?  We’re not going to New Myrthan?”


“No, I’m going to check something before we find a place to set down and get supplies,” he said.  “And there’s someone I need to let know I’m alright.”


“Jyslin?” Tim asked.


He nodded.  “I’m not going to land.  I’m just going to fly close enough to Washington so she can sense me, and know I’m alive.  She’ll never tell a soul I’m alive, but I don’t want her to worry anymore.”


“Yeah, she must be going crazy,” Tim said, then he sighed.


Jason kept a sharp eye on the sensors as they flew closer and closer to Washington, and he also opened up his senses and reached out in a passive way, looking for that one mind out there which he knew better than any other, a mind that knew him just as intimately.


And there it was.  He looked down at his positioning system and saw that he was about twenty miles west of Washington, coming up on a city called Manassas, when he felt that familiar mind at the very edges of his consciousness.


Jyslin!


His heart leaped into his throat, and a confusing tidal wave of emotions rushed over him, causing his hands to shake.  He felt her, felt that glorious presence, and then he sensed the texture of that presence shift radically, and suddenly strengthen.  True to her title as one of the strongest telepaths on Earth, she had sensed him without looking for him at a distance almost as great as his ability to find her when looking for her.  Jason veered the skimmer sharply to the north, running parallel to that sense of feeling in front of him, a move she would certainly sense because he would stop moving towards her.

Jason?

He gasped audibly.  She could send to him from twenty miles away?  God, what power!


JASON! her mental voice struck him, with incredible power given how far away she was.  Thank Trelle! I thought you were dead!  Jason, answer!  Can you hear me?  Can you reach me?  Oh Jason, just send to me, tell me you’re alright, please!  She was silent, obviously straining to hear.  She knew that he was not as strong as she was.  Move towards me if you can hear me, love, that will let me know you can hear me!  I just need to know, I just need to know you’re alright and you can hear me!

“What is it?” Kate asked.  “Are you alright?”


“It’s Jyslin,” he answered, turning the skimmer towards her in response to her plaintive plea.  “She’s sending to me.”


“Where is she?”


“Way outside of my own range to respond,” he answered, not entirely truthfully.  Though it was a knife in him, he was not going to answer.  He was not going to acknowledge her directly.  Her own sending could be taken as a desperate woman casting into the darkness, but if he answered it was tangible evidence that he was alive, that some mindbender down there might intercept.  He probably could answer her, spanning the distance with his intimate familiarity with her mind, but he wouldn’t risk it.  Symone could pick up private sendings, her own personal little trick…there had to be other Faey who could do that.


“I knew Jyslin was strong, but Trelle’s garland,” Symone said, putting a finger to her temple and closing her eyes.  “That she can reach you from that far away, hell, I can’t even sense her, and I know her mind very well.”

“What does that mean?” Luke asked.


“Luke, Jyslin is one of the most powerful telepaths on this planet,” Symone told him as Jason moved towards Jyslin.  “What she’s doing right now is proving that she deserves that title.  She’s doing something that no other telepath on Earth could probably do.  She’s sending to Jason from a distance that would make any other Faey faint to even attempt.”


YES!  I knew you could hear me, my love, she sent to him over that vast distance, but Jason turned away from her, leaving the area.  I, I understand, love.  You just wanted me to know you were alright.  And that’s enough for me.  I’ll wait for you, until you think it’s safe to contact me.  Until then, be careful and be well, and I love you.

Jason closed his eyes and gunned the throttle, racing away from the area, racing out of Jyslin’s sending range, racing out of his ability to sense her.  Touching her mind had opened old wounds he thought long healed, and the ache inside him to be with her erupted in him once more.


God help him, he loved that woman like he had never loved before.  She may be the forbidden fruit, but he loved her all the same.


The next morning, after a sleepless night filled with memories and images of Jyslin, Jason went down to teach his first class on flight procedures, and received quite a surprise.


Instead of three students, there were sixteen people sitting in the conference room waiting for him, all of them with notebooks.


“What’s this about?” Jason asked.


“Well, Tim told us that anyone who’s going with you had to come to this class,” Cindy Barker answered.  She was a petite little woman with red hair, but though she was small and wiry, she was deceptively strong, her little body toned and fit.  She was a welder, and one of the best welders Jason had ever seen.  Her welding skill had put her on the build team, and that had saved her life.  “You can guess why I’m here.”


“So, all of you want to go with me?  Despite the fact that you know how hard what I’m doing is going to be?  There’s a very good chance none of us will survive it.”


“Honey, after what happened in Chesapeake, we’re never gonna be safe anywhere unless we do something,” she told him, which made everyone else nod.  “I’ll take my chances doing something about it than just sit here and hide under a rock and wait for it to happen.”


“Well said,” Taylor Mason, a burly black man who was quite a good carpenter, one of Luke’s original builders, agreed aloud.


“I think more would be here, but some people have jobs to do and couldn’t make it,” Tom Jackson said to him.  “We’re just the ones who had the time to be here this morning.  I’m sure they’re gonna come talk to you today about it.”


“So, all of you are stating here and now that you intend to go with me and start a rebellion?”


They all rumbled in agreement.


“You fully understand that it’s going to be very dangerous, and odds are we’re all going to die?”


“That doesn’t matter anymore,” someone called.


“If we don’t fight, then who will?” someone else said.


Jason couldn’t suppress a relieved smile.  “Alright then, let’s get started.  It’s gonna be a stretch getting all of you time behind the controls of my skimmer, but we’ll work out a schedule.  Not that that’s going to happen any time soon.  Nobody’s gonna sit in the pilot’s chair until you pass the written exam for a Class 3 license.”

And so he began.  He spent almost all day going over the rules and procedures of piloting a skimmer, both procedures in the cockpit and protocols for dealing with traffic control.  And Tom’s words turned out to be true, for new faces showed up in the conference room as others vanished to go get some work done.  The attack on Chesapeake had dealt them a huge blow physically and psychologically, but it also had seemed to instill in the survivors a burning desire to do something about it.


Much to his shock, by the end of the day, he had been approached by every single resident.  All of them, even Temika.  Every single one.  The entire build team wanted to join the rebellion, wanted to strike back at Trillane for what they had done to their friends, what they had done to Chesapeake.


He talked about it with Kiaari that night, after he finished teaching, while the two of them enjoyed a quiet dinner in his apartment.  He had copied the manuals and regulations into extra panels and into handheld readers, little tablets that held data that were small enough to put in a pocket, and the entire town was quietly studying about how to become a pilot.


“The attack really affected everyone, Jayce,” she told him as she passed him the salt.  “Some of them want revenge.  Some of them were frightened into action.  Some of them have seen what Trillane is capable of, and want to put a stop to it.  And some, like poor Luke, they just want to find a reason to live, something to put into their lives that give them purpose and direction.  For all of them, it seems that joining you and fighting against Trillane seems the best way to go about it.”


“I guess.  I just hope they all fully appreciate how serious it’s going to get.”


“I’m sure they do.  But this is going to change a few things.”


“How so?”


“Well, first off, you were building this town to give those not going with you a safe place to live.  Well, if everyone’s going with you, then what reason does this town have?”


He blinked.  That had never occurred to him.  “This place will serve as a good temporary base until we’re ready to move,” he answered after a moment’s thought.  “And we can let all the other squatters know about this place so they can move in after we’re gone, so they always have a safe place to be.”


“You should start collecting them now,” she said.  “Get a government in place and get things set up so you don’t have to be here.”


“Yeah, that’d probably be best.  I’ll have Mark start working the shortwave tomorrow to find out who’s coming.”


“It’d be better if you sent someone out.”


“I know, but with Temika injured, I don’t think anyone else has her savvy or her knowledge of the region,” he replied.  “Mika was a real gem for that, since she’s smart enough to stay out of trouble and well known enough to be able to go almost anywhere without being shot at.  She’s the best diplomat we have.”


“How’s her arm going?”


“Well, we think it’s going to heal,” he answered.  “She says she has feeling in her fingers again, and I think that’s a good sign.”


“I’ll do something about that,” she said.  “I’m going out tonight.  I’ll go find a doctor, lift some knowledge from him, then come back and see what I can do.”

“I’d appreciate that,” he said gratefully.


“I should have done it earlier,” she grunted.  “I’ll have to tell her about me to do it, though.  But I think she’s trustworthy.”


“I agree with that.”


“But I had to make sure of things.  But, since it looks like we’re going to be relatively safe for a while, I can take the time to fix it.  That reminds me.”


“What?”


“Since everyone here is going with us, I think I’m going to reveal myself.  Not as a Kimdori, but I think it’s good that they know that you have a professional spy on hand to help gather information.”


“That might cause more trouble than it fixes,” he said after a moment.  “They find out Mika’s a telepath, then Tim comes out of the closet.  If you admit you’re not the shy little Kate they all know and love, it might not go over very well.”


“Whatever you think best,” she shrugged.  “But with the smaller numbers, now it’s a little harder for me to disappear days at a time.  You’re probably running out of diseases I’m coming down with.”

He chuckled.  “It is getting a bit hard to explain, especially recently.  After Chesapeake, everyone wants to make sure everyone else is alright.”


“I’m just saying it might be easier to break it to them that I’m not who they think I am.  I’m sure they’d understand the need for the secrecy, and them knowing at least some of the truth of me shows you trust them.”


“I’m not sure,” he hedged.


“It’s up to you, Jason,” she told him.  “I can just suggest.”


“I’ve come to find out your suggestions usually end up being the best course of action,” he admitted.


She smiled.  “That’s what I’m here for, Jayce.  You need me to bring anything back?”


“I can’t think of anything.  What are you after this time?”


“Well, we now know who ordered the attack, and what happened.  Right now I’m trying to gather information on what Trillane is doing in the wake of the scandal.”


“Scandal?”


“It’s quite the scandal,” she nodded.  “Oh, not about the attack, the scandal is about the catastrophic failure of the attack.  Dozens of soldiers dead, equipment lost, all the press covering the explosion, the need to leak classified information to throw off the investigation, questions questions questions about an operation that was supposed to be totally secret.  I told you about the Zarina and the generals.  Well, the dust hasn’t settled yet.  I’m just keeping track of it, and I’m still digging for some hard proof about the slaving.  But, I must admit, they’ve done a good job keeping that buried.  Nobody knows about it, and I can’t find any information on it anywhere.  It’s probably being held in hard storage, and those involved are being kept isolated from everyone else.”

“Hard storage?”


“Computers not connected to Civnet, or being held in physical records, you know, paper and ink.  Hard storage, where you have to physically be there to access it,” she explained.  “It’s the safest way to store dangerous information, because not only do you have to know where they’re keeping it, you have to penetrate their defenses to reach it.”


“Ah.  I doubt they’d hold any information like that on Earth.”


“On the contrary, this is the perfect place to keep it,” she countered.  “It’s a planet on the very edge of the Imperium, it has only one stargate that can only link to a stargate at Draconis, there’s nothing here but farms, and it’s almost entirely under Trillane’s control.  They have more control here than they do on Arctus, if only because there’s not members of other houses running around.  Spies have no reason to come here, unless they want to steal information about how much food the planet’s producing.  Spies would have trouble sneaking in, since there’s only one stargate, and virtually all the traffic through it is nothing but military vessels and cargo ships.  This planet’s Faey population is almost entirely made up of commoners living under Trillane, and that means they have total control. If you had records and data that could get your Duchess executed and your noble house’s charter revoked, where would you keep it?”


“Good point,” he acquiesced.


“You’ve dug quite a hole for yourself.”


“How so?”


“Training sixty pilots?  You’re going to be frazzled,” she winked.


“Tell me when I’m not frazzled,” he sighed.  “But it needs to be done.  Any of them might be called on to pilot a skimmer or dropship at any time.  They have to be ready.”


“I certainly agree with you,” she nodded.  “You’re training guerillas, Jayce, and guerillas have to be resourceful and self sufficient.  I think you’ve done the right thing in deciding that all of them need to be able to fly a dropship.”


“Or a skimmer.”


“Specifically a dropship,” she grinned, putting her chin on her laced fingers and looking at him.


“Okay, okay, a dropship,” he admitted.


“Let’s not be secretive with each other now, Jayce.  We’ve shared those plans in our touch.  I know what you have planned.”


“And?”


“I think you’ve done very well,” she answered.  “You’ve targeted your objectives precisely, and you certainly have a keen understanding of the problems and limitations you’re going to be working with.  Your idea of going after cargo dropships moving from farms to spaceports is a good idea.  They’re hard to defend since there’s so many of them, and you can hit one and disappear before fighters can be scrambled and sent in.  You can capture one with just a couple of people, meaning that you can spread out and attack multiple targets at once, so long as you always have one telepath in the unit.  And though they’ll just seem like nuisance attacks at first, when you start really cutting into the dropship fleet, Trillane’s going to start feeling the pinch.  Sure, they have a few thousand of them, and they’re not going to be too concerned when they lose two or three.  But after they’ve lost a couple hundred of them, they’re going to be feeling the fangs you’ve been sinking into their ankles.  A small-scale battle plan that will eventually cause huge supply disruptions, and will be very hard to counter.  I think it’s brilliant.”


“Thanks.  I’m not very good at this battle planning shit.  I’m no general.”


“I think you could be a good one, with a little training and some experience,” she said earnestly.  “You certainly have an, inventive, mindset when it comes to business.”


“Well, it made sense,” he shrugged.


“It does indeed.  Now that you’re not getting money from the Ministry anymore, we need another source of income.”

“Kumi spent all that time setting up those shell companies for me.  It was all right there waiting to be used.”


Jason’s idea for money was both simple and rather ingenious.  It was a two-pronged strategy involving scavenging and marketing.  Jason was, quite literally, about to become an honest businessman, using the shell companies that Kumi set up and the fake identity that she had had set up for him, and it was something that they were already in the act of starting.  The first phase of the plan involved selling Terran objects over Civnet, utilizing Civnet auction sites and barter houses, where people could buy and sell just about anything in private transactions.  Things that Faey liked to buy that came from Earth were jewelry and guns, which were considered collector’s items because of their primitive technology.  This would provide moderate amounts of income, but there was a ton of scrap metal laying around out in the wilderness, and much of it had material worth.  There was enough gold laying around out here to make them huge amounts of money, if they were just patient enough to gather it all up.  Silver, iron, tungsten, and lead also had market worth.

The second prong of the plan involved honest business, and not what they could scavenge or steal.  Jason had two ideas for that, both of which were relatively simple, would take almost no time, yet would have the potential to earn money.


The first idea was cookbooks.


There was this sudden influx of Terran food into the Faey system, but thus far, Jason had found very little information on how to prepare the new foods outside of safety precautions and attempts to adapt Terran food to Faey recipes that used similar materials.  There was no definitive cookbook out in the Imperium that dealt specifically with Terran food, or more to the point, adapting Terran foods to Faey dishes.  Jason felt that releasing a cookbook that dealt with Terran foods would be well received, especially if he made it very cheap.  A five credit cookbook that covered all the Terran foods available in the Imperium had potential to make money.  For that, he’d need the help of Maya and Vell, because they were both quite good cooks, and Vell had already done some work in experimenting with using Terran foods in Faey recipes.  Jason didn’t expect the cookbooks to make a large amount of money, but all they had to do was make a modest amount.

The second prong had to deal with issues that might involve his rebellion, so it had to be a business venture that would require the use of a large warehouse that could be used to funnel supplies and equipment to the rebellion.  And so, as soon as he had access to his panel again, VulTech would be born. It would be a technology company, dealing in virtually any kind of technical equipment, but it would also sell some of Jason’s inventions that he felt comfortable releasing into the Imperium.


VulTech would start its business by patenting a modified version of his liquefaction inducer that would work on Faey plascrete, their basic building material, which had been a modification that had taken him all of six hours to work out, and another five hours to redesign the unit so it was encased in a single chassis.  This little device had some impressive potential as a moneymaker because it would allow builders and others to utilize the liquefaction effect to implant into or soften sections of plascrete, letting them make significant changes to it without having to tear it up.  It couldn’t be used on a wall without endangering the entire structure, but it was more than usable on a floor, sidewalk, free-standing object, or ceiling.  Jason had already drawn up the blueprints for building this new model, a stand-alone device about a meter tall and with leads that would be placed around the area to be affected.  The user would just turn on the device, do what they needed to do, then turn it off.  When they were done, the plascrete would again be hard and stable.


Jason already had the plans ready to send off to the Ministry of Technology to be patented…but this time they would be patented in the name of the company, not in the name of an individual.  By doing that, he could legally defend his invention without having to reveal the fact that he wasn’t dead.

The inducers weren’t going to be produced by VulTech.  What Jason was going to do was put the design out there, let companies see it, and then let them buy rights to produce the unit.  Just as had been done with the subsonic devices Jason had invented—just without his input on that one—he would negotiate an initial payment and royalties, for initial capital and a steady source of income.

And that was how VulTech was going to work.  Jason would patent ideas through Vultech, stick them out on Civnet and offer to sell the rights, then wait for an offer.  This way, VulTech could generate income without having to actually produce anything.  And once they had a sufficient amount of working capital, Jason would start buying and selling technological devices to make it look like VulTech was a technology company, when actually all it would be doing would be buying supplies for the rebellion, buying extra junk, then reselling it on the open market to give the illusion that it was a viable business.

And the income from the cookbooks, filtered into the company under phony sales, would hide the losses of buying supplies and handing it off to the rebellion, thus shielding the company from scrutiny once the Faey figured out that the rebellion had to be getting money from somewhere, and started looking for that source.  And that was what the cookbooks were for.  A radically different product sold by another company whose profits were written off as personal income of the cookbook writer, funneled into VulTech to hide the money loss from equipment and supplies channeled to the rebellion.

He had little doubt that he’d come up with several viable ideas that would make money, because he’d be forced to come up with things in the future on the fly to deal with the Faey, and then he’d find a way to adapt it to a use that would make him money.  It was an ironic little circle, once he thought about it.  The Faey would invest in ideas owned by VulTech, unwittingly funding a rebellion against one of their noble houses, even while that noble house pushed Jason and caused him to come up with new ideas…that would end up at VulTech.


“Yeah, we need to give her a big kiss next time we see her,” Kiaari chuckled.


“I doubt that’s ever going to happen,” he answered.  “Kumi’s in her conscription now, working on Draconis.  She can’t really help me anymore, and even if she could, she might not.  I’m not entirely sure how much I can trust her once I start cutting into her noble house’s profit margins.”


“You can trust Kumi.”


“You’re sure about that?”


“Of course.  Miaari told me so.”


And for Kiaari, Jason had noticed, that was that.  Her trust in the word of her sister was absolute.  It was almost blind.  “Sometimes I wonder why you trust Miaari so much.”


“Jason, she is my older sister,” she said, as if that was all that needed to be said.  “If I can’t trust my family, who can I trust?”


“Well, I didn’t say you couldn’t trust her.  It’s just that, that—“


“You’d understand if you were Kimdori,” she said with an enigmatic smile.


“I guess so.  Humans aren’t that trusting.”


“I’ve noticed.  Just one of your many shortcomings,” she winked.

“Well thanks,” he said dryly.


“Hate to say it, but it’s about time for me to go, if I want to get back at a decent hour.”


“Alright.  You be careful out there,” he warned.


“Ever the worrier,” she chuckled.  She wiped her mouth with her napkin and pushed away from the table, then patted him on the shoulder as she filed past towards the bedroom.  There, he knew, she would remove her clothes and shapeshift into a bird, then fly off to do her work.  Watching her shapeshift was something he didn’t particularly want to witness while he was eating, so she made sure to close the door.

Jason sighed and put his elbows on the table, looking out the window, lost in thought.  He didn’t think about the rebellion, or the city, or the work that had to be done, or even Doc Northwood.  All his thoughts were instead fixed on Jyslin.  He wondered if she was alright.  He hoped that getting close enough so she could sense him had helped ease any worries she had.  He longed to be near her, with her, to touch her, to—


Well, pining over her wasn’t going to fix anything…but he just couldn’t help it.  Being close enough to hear her sending, to feel the touch of her mind, it had reopened old wounds he thought long healed.  He had left her to come out here because it was what he felt he had to do, but it certainly didn’t make it any easier.  He was out here, she was there, and that was just the way of things.  And with what he intended to do, he would either end up dead or in some Trillane prison somewhere.  But maybe, just maybe, if everything happened just right, there was a chance that they would be together again.

And that chance, no matter how remote, was what he could cling to right now.


The days blurred by after that, because Jason was almost eternally busy.  His days were filled with the efforts of training his neophyte resistance movement in the art of flying, by starting with the worst part of it…the regulations.  He taught people in shifts, as they had time to come in and learn when not busy with other tasks, and those tasks had multiplied in number.  Some of them picked up the regulations quickly, others struggled, but to his surprise, Luke had managed to memorize virtually the entire manual in just a few days, and had started his practical training behind the controls.  But in a way, Jason shouldn’t have been surprised.  He had lost everything in the attack, and now the rebellion and the work to be done around the city was all he had left.  He spent every waking moment working or studying.

In addition to the efforts to establish power, water, and communications, Jason now had the people of the build team out scavenging the city and surrounding area.  They were to bring back guns, jewelry, silver, gold, and any large-scale construction equipment they could find.  Those things were inspected, cleaned, cataloged, and stored, as they prepared to sell it off or use it.  Jason helped as much as he could, but his schedule was totally packed, between teaching the rules during the day and giving Luke his practical training at night, and squeezing in time to help fix power lines and clean out water pipes in between.

He was exhausted most of the time, so much so that he barely noticed the days fly by, but he never got too busy to keep tabs on Temika’s recovery.  Kiaari had lifted enough medical knowledge from some doctor somewhere to be able to monitor her healing and apply medicine to best effect, so her progress had rapidly increased.  She regained sensation in her entire arm and regained limited movement, but still had it in a sling.  Kiaari had put her on rehabilitation exercises to strengthen her arm, and that was the only time it was out of the sling.  The Faey mecical compounds they’d brought back had gone far in mending the skin of her arm, but she would always have faint burn scars from the tricep to the wrist.

Temika had taken the truth of Kiaari rather well, but there had been one issue that had been…messy.  Like she had to Symone, Kiaari had revealed the truth of herself to her, and Temika had made the mistake of asking to see her change shape.  Jason had never believed Temika capable of fainting.


The busy schedule kept his mind busy, and kept him from brooding too much about the deaths of his friends and being separated from Jyslin, but every day, in quiet moments when he had a moment, he managed to somberly reflect on those he’d lost in Chesapeake, and lament his separation from the woman he loved.


After some number of days that Jason couldn’t remember, the lights finally came on in Charleston.  There was the predictable celebration once they got the power grid working for fifteen city blocks, but there was still much more to do, and there was still the issue of water.  But at least now they had power to more than the goveror’s mansion, and Jason could pull the PPGs that were powering the building out and use them elsewhere.


And just like in Chesapeake, once the lights came on, people started to show up.  Murphy from Hurricane was the first squatter to show up, in a badly misfiring one ton truck hauling a trailor with all his worldly possessions.  When he got there, he was taken immediately to see Jason, who was in between stints as teacher and was elbows deep in the motor of a rooter that he and Tom Jackson were using to clear a water pipe on State Street.  Jason explained what would be the rules of living in Charleston, which Murphy agreed to immediately.  Devin Jones was going to escort him off to find him a place to settle in, but Murphy instead rolled up his sleeves and helped Tom and Jason fix the rooter motor.  This endeared him to quite a few people right off the bat.  Murphy hadn’t moved to Cheseapeake because he was quite content in Hurricane as the lord of his little domain.  He was well known in the region because he was an ex-Marine with a large arsenal of weaponry, a steady hand, and nerves of steel.  He did not intimidate, and if you even tried, he’d shoot you from a mile away with his sniper rifle if you survived getting that far away from him.  He had a reputation for being a mean cuss, but Temika had always liked him.  She called him a “roughie,” someone who was more reputation than reality, but some of that reputation was indeed well deserved.  But, after the explosion in Chesapeake, now Murphy didn’t feel quite so secure in Hurricane, and was more than willing to move to a place where he was promised that the Faey would have serious trouble finding him.  Murphy was much like Luke, a rather handy fellow with skill in fixing many different things, from diesel engines to televisions, and he made a name for himself quickly as a no-nonsense fellow who could fix almost anything put in front of him.

Murphy was the first of several, and they started drifting in to Charleston not long after the power was restored.  Many of them had been preparing to move to Chesapeake, but had been delayed or had to travel a long way.  Others were like Murphy, people who had been secure in their fortified homes, but had been rattled by the explosion and the Faey presence, and also by the warnings about raids that Jason’s people had circulated.  But some, knowing what happened in Chesapeake, were afraid to congregate, afraid that the Faey would discover them and attack.  And for that, Jason could not blame them.  It had happened once, and it could happen again.  Jason could offer no guarantees, he could only explain that this town had better protection, hidden using Faey technology, and the chances of the Faey finding it were more remote.  Some 38 people had moved into Charleston, ten singles and seven familes, and Jason had reconstituted a city council and mayor, though no one in the build team was a member of either.  They had already warned them that they were all leaving, though they didn’t tell them where or why.  It was decided earlier that nobody that was part of the rebellion should know about the rebellion.

It seemed that he had just blinked and it was already February.  It felt like yesterday they were working on power lines, and today they had power going to fifteen blocks.  It seemed that yesterday the streets were deserted, but now there was a person here and there, and not just members of the build team.  There were even children playing in the streets, but it was almost too painful to watch when Luke saw them, saw that haunted look drift over his features, to which Jason could do nothing but put his hand on the big man’s shoulder and reassure him that there were still people that cared about him.

There was progress on other fronts as well.  After a few weeks, Jason finally dared to turn his panel back on, and he got to business on the other side of things.  Through the magic of email, Jason had renamed one of the shell companies Kumi had set up VulTech, and then submitted his liquefaction inducer to the Ministry of Technology for a patent.  They got back to him quickly, approving the patent, and naming VulTech Enterprises as the patent holder.  Once that was done, he simply placed the design on VulTech’s Civnet site and offered it for sale to the highest bidder.


It did not take long at all.


Merrane Macrotechnology had been the first to show interest, which surprised Jason quite a bit. He’d had no idea that the arms company had a construction equipment division, but it did.  The executives he dealt with seemed a bit unsettled that the mysterious owner of VulTech flatly refused any visual comminucation, and when he communicated over Civnet, he clearly was using a voice masker to hide his true voice.  But he had all the proper documents to prove ownership of VulTech, and that meant that he did in fact have the power to sell the patent.


Sixteen days after getting the patent for the liquefaction inducer, he sold it to Merrane Macrotechnology for C10,500,000 and a .7% royalty on every unit produced.  For Merrane, it was an absolute steal.  At first they thought they had duped some small-time inventor with just enough sense to start his own little company with a sum that would seem large to him but was basicly chicken scratch to them, but then realized they were dealing with someone who had a pretty good understanding of what it was about.  Jason had taken the very small initial payment for two reasons:  firstly because he didn’t want VulTech to get too much money too fast, which would alert people; and secondly, it was the royalties that were much more important than the initial payment.  But on the royalties, Jason wouldn’t budge from a relatively large .7% per unit, no matter how large their initial payment offer was.  He, just like 2M, was banking on the success of the device and selling it in quantity, and what was more important, he needed a moderate income that was steady, not a large initial windall followed up by small income afterwards.


All in all, it was a good deal for both sides.  Merrane Macrotechnology got a good piece of construction equipment to produce and sell, and Jason got a steady income to fund his rebellion.


That initial windfall was spent almost as fast as it was made.  That C10,500,000 was used to buy the one thing that everything else would absolutely depend upon, and that was a warehouse.  This time he did not rent or lease, he bought it.  The warehouse he settled upon was on the outskirts of Lincoln, Nebraska, in an industrial park about ten miles south of the city.  It had once been a small convenient store chain’s distribution center, and it was absolutely perfect.  The warehouse was literally out all by itself, far away from any population centers.  It had a fenced in perimiter, lots of interior storage space, and what was most important, the warehouse itself was a renovated airplane hangar, and the doors in the back worked.  Those doors were wide enough to allow his skimmer to fly into the building, and were even large enough to accommodate a large cargo dropship.  If that wasn’t good enough, the doors were motorized, and it took all of two hours to rig a remote so the doors could be opened from the skimmer, or even using his panel.  He could open the warehouse doors from literally anywhere.

His only visit to the warehouse had been to look it over and make some modifications, and in some kind of need to establish the place, he’d painted VulTech’s logo over the door.  He guessed it was his only conceit to put his name in the company, but naming it FoxTech would have been a glaring klaxon going off all over the place that this small company was owned by someone other than a Faey.  The closest thing to a fox in the Imperium was a vulpar, so he had named the company VulTech.  The black silhouette of a seated vulpar, its two tails sweeping out two the right, now graced the wall over the door of the office of the warehouse, with [VulTech] written on the door in both Faey and English.

The warehouse was an absolutely critical part of the overall plan, and much to his relief, that was no longer an issue.  The warehouse was totally paid for, no mortgate, and it had only cost him C7,750,000.  That left C2,750,000, all but C5000 of which was immediately deposited into his private numbered account and wrote off in VulTech’s records he was keeping for tax purposes as a business investment.  What that money would be used for, he did not want traced back to VulTech.


That money already had been partially earmarked for one thing that everyone was going to need…armor.  Real armor, not that century old surplus junk the Faey used.  Armor like his, that could take punishment, and with the antigrav in it.  That, more than anything else, was Jason’s primary need for his people, the ability to survive.

That, naturally, would require basicly a running account with ZPS, because he had 59 suits of armor to buy.  Vehicles and equipment he could steal, but armor, that had to be custom fit to each person.  That was not something he could scavenge or steal, not if it was going to work the way it was supposed to work.


Not everything else they needed could be stolen, though, at least not yet.  Jason had to buy a new replicator, for their old one had been destroyed in Chesapeake.  He also needed the materials to make more railguns, at least 100 of them, and he also knew that it would only be wise to have some MPAC rifles on hand.  Railguns were cheap to produce, but MPACs had their uses, for they had explosive rounds where rail slugs were penetrating rounds.  Besides, an armored figure carrying an MPAC would look like a Faey from a distance, where railguns had a radically different appearance.  They were going to need more basic supplies to build what they needed, and they were going to need more for when they started work on Cheyenne Mountain.  He wanted everything ready for that, not having to keep running to Lincoln to pick up shipments he had to have brought in because they didn’t have what they needed.

One thing he certainly wanted on hand was everything they’d need to refit skimmers, dropships, hovercars, and airbikes the same way his skimmer was outfitted, to be invisible to sensors.  Just one skimmer was a liability, and they were going to need at least two dropships in order to complete the move to Cheyenne Mountain.  Trying to ferry everything in his skimmer would be impossible, and unlike the move to Charleston from Chesapeake, it would be absolutely impossible to move things overland.  That refit would be done in the warehouse in Lincoln.

And thanks to VulTech, he could buy it all without any eyebrows being raised.  And with a war chest of C2,845,392, he could buy a large portion of what was required.


The armor was going to be expensive, as were the dropships.  The armor was going to go at C60,000 per suit, on the average, and with 59 suits to buy, that meant that he was looking at a price tag of C3,540,000, which was considerably more than he had on hand.  He wouldn’t be able to buy the armor quite yet, at least not all of it.  The best course of action with that would be to only buy armor for those who passed pilot training, which would restrict the armor costs and still get armor on those people that would need it.


Dropships came in all shapes and sizes, but what Jason needed was fairly specific.  He needed the largest dropship he could find that would still fit through the doors of the warehouse, whose dimensions he already had written down.  He would have liked to have found a dropship capable of fitting in the tunnel at Cheyenne Mountain, but it was just too narrow.  It would just barely fit his airskimmer, and the wingtips might scrape against the walls of the tunnel at that.  The only real option he could see in that regard would be to build a shelter to hide the dropships, or keep them in Lincoln.  A little Civnet research showed him which dropships fit his requirements.  He winnowed through the candidates, until he came up with three models that fulfilled his requirements.  The JS-290 Cargo Dropship, made by Folenne Transport, was listed at a starting price of C450,000.  The V-10 General Purpose Dropship, built by a Makati-owned corporation named Advanced Vehicle Solutions, was listed at a starting price of C390, 000.  And finally there was the ARL Space-Ground Transport, an old and reliable design built by the ancient warhorse of Faey vehicle producers, the venerable Thrynne Corporation, which was listed at a starting price of C500,000.  All three were within the required physical dimensions, at least once its wings were folded in the case of the JS-290.

After a short period of researching maintenance histories and message boards, it became clear that the Thrynne dropship was the best.  It had a proven track record of solid dependability, replacement parts were abundant, it was easy to maintain, and was well known for being able to take a beating and operate even when maintenance was neglected.  It was more expensive than its competitors, but it would be cheaper in the long run.  Jason would gladly pay for that kind of dependability, because his dropships might not be able to receive regular maintenance.  The newcomer V-10 was lauded on some message boards for its toughness and ease of repair, but its replacement parts were more expensive than the ARL.

He was also going to need piggyback dropships, dropships that picked up and carried standard shipping containers, which was what the Faey used to ship food from farms to cargo transports in orbit.  Those, he would need for the operations against Trillane as container hijackers, where the cargo dropships would be used to carry equipment or personnel.  He’d need at least eight of those, but those he could steal, so he didn’t need to buy all of them at once.  He had the idea to start with two, and then steal the rest.  The plan was to refit the two he bought, and then steal new ones, one at a time, refit them, and then put them out and into service.  When one was done with its refit, another would be stolen, and the refit process would start again.  He wanted the refit team to be constantly busy in an endless rotation of refitting vehicles, and what was thankful to God to Jason, the core of the refit team that had refitted his skimmer had survived.  That had been a major project, and the men and women in Charleston were his technical people, so naturally they had been involved in the refit.

There was only one piggyback dropship that anyone ever cared to buy, and that was the Wynne DCU.  Usually referred to as the Stick, a reference to its long, narrow shape, it was the dominant piggyback dropship.  It was powerful and could carry tremendous loads, it was exceptionally sturdy and durable, and it had a service life measured in decades, not years.  There were Sticks still in service that had been built a century ago.  The entire Faey merchant marine system was designed around launching and capturing Sticks.  Their cargo bays were designed around them, the spaceports were designed around them, everything dealing with container transport was designed around them.  There were different models of the Stick, smaller ones and larger ones, but they all had the same basic shape, they were almost all exactly the same length, and they had the same design.  Only their width, height, and hauling capacity varied, though there were a few speciality models designed for carrying things other than containers, but those fell outside the accepted Stick genre.  The DCU-19 was the largest of the Sticks, a double-decker piggyback, designed to carry containers both underneath and on top at the same time by connecting them together like Lego blocks and then picking them up, and having another Stick load the containers on top.  A single DCU-19 had carried 36 containers at once, but it had done so without entering an atmosphere, where all those containers would interfere with wind resistance.  Most Sticks carried one or two containers at once in an stacked-under configuration, since it was the weight of the load that mattered, not the size.  If a Stick could carry two containers and stay under its load rating, it would do so.

Sticks were as plentiful as grains of sand, and were the backbone of any transport system.  They were the tractor trailors of the Faey, all over the place and hauling goods from point to point, and they were going to be the focus of his attacks.  Sticks were plentiful, but they were not cheap.  The average Stick went for C75,000.  After Jason started taking out Sticks, and those numbers started to mount, that bill was going to start piling up on Trillane as they were forced to replace them…and that was because civilian Sticks were not designed to withstand combat.  Certainly there were military models of Sticks that were heavily armored, and even armed, but the average Stick you’d see flying over a spaceport was literally nothing but a flying engine, stripped down to maximize carrying capacity.  Yes, they were heavily reinforced, but that reinforcement was internal, designed to deal with the stress of carrying a heavy load, not enduring strikes from MPACs, and their systems were not shielded to protect them from the ion storm generated by ion cannons.  In layman’s terms, he’d have trouble breaking a bone on a Stick, but he could certainly take off big chunks of flesh, or give it a heart attack without leaving a mark.  They were the achilles heel of the Faey system, and that was the weak spot that he was going to exploit.  A single rebel could inflict real damage on Trillane with nothing but a high-powered sniper rifle and a good vantage point to shoot at Sticks.  Run up some hill, fire off a couple of shots, bring down a Stick, then run away before anyone could get there, just like how the Minutemen used to do it back in the Revolutionary War.

The two Sticks he intended to buy would be up to handling combat situations, for he was going to buy military models.  Those were five times the cost, but they would be armed and armored.  Those Sticks would be called upon to descend into a warzone and pick up containers, then fly away with them while taking fire, so they had to be up to it.  The rest of the Sticks he’d steal wouldn’t be doing that, they would instead be engaging in “night swipes,” descending on a farm or supply depot with its stealth system engaged, picking up containers, and then flying away with them, stealing them.

He figured he was going to need about C4,500,000 more in order to purchase all the equipment and materials he needed before even starting operations against Trillane, but they had time.  From what Kiaari had managed to discover in her forays out into Faey territory, the slaving operation had been buried, and buried deep, and Kiaari suspected that the slaving ring operations had been put on hold until the explosion fiasco fallout faded, and things settled down.  She suspected that it was Jason’s warning to Jyslin, and subsequently the Marines, that had stifled it more than anything else.  Even if they didn’t believe him, now it was out there, it was something that maybe someone wouldn’t think was unbelievable as it seemed if they saw something suspicious.

The days continued to march by, as February faded into March, and the days began to get noticably warmer.  The population of Charleston remained low, but in a way, Jason preferred it that way.  He didn’t want to see another Chesapeake.  It was on a blustery, mild day in March when they finally got the water going, using a rather ingenious system that Tom Jackson and Mike Colbert had managed to jerry-rig.  It was a gravity fed system, not a pump-driven system, where water was purified on side of the hill above the city and stored in a special tank built underground, constructed using the construction equipment Luke had been collecting and restoring by digging out a big hole, then lining it with a steel liner, then covering it over.  It was an impressively large tank, nearly 50,000 gallons in capacity, which had been hooked into the water system.  The only pumps involved were the pumps that connected the purifying plant to the Kanawha River, the source of the water.  With a gravity-fed distribution system, they had good water pressure and didn’t have to worry about maintaining any complex machinery.  The purifying plant itself was also rather ingenious, for it used nothing more than three networks of open-topped pipes with specially designed units above them, and three PPG-powered heater units.  Unable to purify water by normal standards, Tom and Mike’s system was nothing more than three large boilers that boiled water into steam, collected the steam, then condensed it back into water.  That distilled water was pure and drinkable.  The moving water in the open-topped pipes didn’t completely boil away, and it went down a different pipe and right back to the river after going through a cyclonic pressure-based cooling unit to lower the temperature of the water, so it didn’t go back into the Kanawha at a near-boiling point.

Jason was impressed.  The cyclical nature of the water drawing system meant that there were no filters to clean, ever.  Dirty water was pumped up, and dirty water flowed right back down, just with some of the water removed.  Using distillation to produce clean water was both ingenious and efficient, without the need for chemicals or filters or complicated purification systems.  The entire purification system fit in one building, and it only required six PPGs and the use of equipment that was plentiful and didn’t need much customization.  Jason had only been called upon to build the coolant system control unit and the interface between the PPG and the pump.

The only drawback of the system was that it had a very slow water replacement cycle.  The water was only partially boiled to take a portion, then the steam had to be collected, condensed back into water, and then cooled.  It used simple gravity and ambient air temperature for collection and cooling, but the system could only produce 300 gallons of water an hour.  But, that was what the huge water tank was for, Jason realized.  It would become drained during the day, then refill at night, and have a huge reserve for emergencies, such as putting out a fire.

That wasn’t the only thing getting done, though.  The barrels Jason had set out quickly filled up with scrap gold, jewelry, silver, and lead, until he had some impressive piles gathered up in one of the unused rooms on the first floor of the mansion.  Wanda Watkins had minored in geology in college, and she had been going through the jewelry people brought in, weeding the fakes out and assessing each piece for what she would consider to be a fair price to ask for it.  Jason had went out with Mike Colbert between sessions teaching to address the cable issue.  That had been Steve’s baby, but with him dead, now it had to be finished.  But Jason didn’t have the time to check all those miles of cable and set up a little miniature relay station the way Steve had in Chesapeake.  Instead of doing that, Jason opted instead to exploit all the satellite dishes laying around.  He set up a downward-pointing transmitter up on the hill next to the water station and hooked up a comm panel receiver to it, so it would then pick up all the TV stations.  He then programmed it to organize the stations it received into a new channel format, and then broadcast them out via the transmitting dish.  He just told everyone to get a dish, point it at the dish on the hill, and hook it up to their TVs.  And it worked.  Jason’s solution was faster and easier than Steve’s had been, but the TV pictures did get a little fuzzy when it rained.  To Jason, that was a fair tradeoff for spending weeks climbing up and down telephone poles, fixing repeaters, isolating sections of the network, and running miles of cable.  He just didn’t have time for it.

It was before Jason went with the dish solution that he found out that Temika was actually making headway with her phobia.  Mike Colbert was probably about the only man that had been in Chesapeake that Temika had shown any interest in at all.  He was a tall fellow, but he was almost as wide across the shoulders as Wanda was tall.  He was awesomely built, a career Air Force electronics technician before the subjugation that also competed in bodybuilding tournaments.  “Can I ask a personal question, Mister Jason?” he asked, right out of the blue, as they had been surveying cable runs on telephone poles on Virginia Avenue.


“Well, I guess so,” he answered.


“Do you think a regular guy like me could ever have a decent relationship with, uh, one of you?”


“One of us?  Us who?”


“Uh, you know, a telepath.”


Jason had glanced at him, and had made the connection quite quickly.  “Well, I think that would depend on you,” he said.  “You’d be entering into a relationship with a woman who had an ability that makes her quite different from you.  You’d have to be willing to accept those differences, and be willing to enter into a relationship with all kinds of special conditions and issues that you wouldn’t find in a normal relationship.”


“Yeah, I’ve thought about it a lot,” he’d answered honestly.  “Nothing would be like I think it would be.  I could never have an argument with her, she’d just zap me.”


“I think you underestimate Temika’s tact, Mike,” he’d chided him.  “She’d never do anything like that.  We taught her better.  All I can really say is that you’d have to give her a lot of support, and some leeway.  She’s a strong woman, but what the Faey did to her means she needs a gentle touch and a man willing to be patient enough to help her work through her problems without pushing her.”

“What did they do to her?”


“Her phobia about being touched stems from a time when a Faey used telepathy to interrogate her,” he answered immediately and honestly.  “It was very traumatic to her, probably more so because she has talent.”


“I didn’t know that.”


“Now you do.  Just don’t let on that you know, or she’ll skin me.”


“Wouldn’t she just…”


“Mike, she won’t do that,” he sighed.  “I told you, we taught her better.  If I caught her prying into the minds of the others, I’d skin her, and she knows it.  That’s the cardinal sin among the four telepaths here, Mike.  We never invade the privacy of those around us, not unless we have explicit permission to do so, or it’s a life or death emergency.”


“Well, that’s good to know.  But if I wanted a relationship with her, I’d think she’d want to invade that privacy.”


“You’re right there,” he agreed.  “That’s what telepaths do when they’re in a relationship.  She’d want to know your mind, and you’d need to be willing to share it with her.  That’s one of those special conditions I mentioned.  You’d have a rough road ahead of you, Mike I won’t lie about that.  You’d have to be willing to give more than a man usually gives in a relationship with a girl, and be willing to deal with a woman who has a power that you don’t.  But I think you have that kind of strength.  And besides, Mika is worth it.  She’s one hell of a woman, and you’d be an idiot for letting her slip through your fingers.”


“What’s it like to be a telepath?”


“Not all that much different than not being one,” Jason had answered.  “With the restrictions we place on ourselves, it’s really nothing more than a cell phone in my head I use to jabber at Mika, Tim, and Symone.”


Mike had laughed at that, and then the matter was quietly dropped as Mike pondered on what he’d learned about Temika, and Jason had silently watched the burly black man with a slight smile on his face, knowing that Mike would indeed consider Temika to be worth that kind of an effort.  Women like Temika didn’t come around very often.


Mike hadn’t made any overt moves yet, but that was probably because Temika was still healing.  She was out of the sling now, her arm bandaged from shoulder to fingertips, and Kiaari had ordered her to wear an oven mitt over her hand so the medicated moisturizing lotion that she had to rub into her skin didn’t wear off.  It had been a horrid burn, but Faey medical technology was going to allow her to make a full recovery, with full range of motion and only a few very faint scars, where she’d have been much worse off without it.  If they hadn’t have had that Faey medical equipment and supplies, odds were that Temika would have never regained use of her arm, and probably would have never regained feeling in it either. Most of the pain was gone now, only a dull ache where the worst of the burns had been, but Jason could tell that it still hurt when he watched her do her rehabilitation exercises.  Her hair had started growing back as well, and that was where the permanent mark of her injury would be with her, for a streak of hair starting just over her left ear and extending back to the base of her hairline on the left edge of the back of her head was growing back bone white, a striking contrast to her thick, coarse black hair.  Jason wasn’t all that surprised to see that, since he had a small patch of hair on his right shin that was white, hair that grew out of an old burn scar.  She was very self-conscious about that new streak of white hair, though, and was waspish and defensive if anyone made any comments about it.  Jason thought it looked nice on her, but Temika had this notion that there was no way the hair could be anything but ugly.

If there was one real star in the people taking flying lessons, it was Luke.  He passed the written exam in a matter of days after starting into it, devoting every waking moment to the task before him that wasn’t taken up with other work.  He passed that written exam by acing it, not missing a single question, and it meant that Jason had his first practical training pupil.  At night, after the sun went down and it was safe to take the skimmer out, Jason took Luke up for training flights, teaching him the controls and letting him put the skills he learned on paper to use in a working environment.  Studying about what to do was one thing, but applying it was something that took practice.  Luke was a fast learner, which surprised Jason.  He knew that the big man was good with his hands and was a skilled mechanic, and would be a good engineer, but Luke showed him that he was as smart as he was handy with a wrench.  He picked up the basics of flight and cockpit controls quickly, and now Jason was just letting him log hours behind the controls to get proficient.  The only problem Luke really had was the pinpoint landing drills that Jason put him through, forcing him to take off and land from awkward sites, a skill that Jason figured that they’d all better have with what was coming.  He’d come along well enough to start him on instrument flying, using nothing but his guages and instruments to fly, which also included the basics of navigation by using maps.  The skimmer could use the GPS system that was still in use around the planet, a holdover from before the subjugation, but Jason felt that a true pilot had to be able to navigate the old fashioned way, with a clock, a compass, a speed guage, and a map.

Luke was at the controls, with a map in his lap as he labored to calculate their position, while Jason sat in the co-pilot’s chair with this feet up on the dash and a reader in his lap, reading over some messages that Kiaari had emailed to him.  She was out again, and had been gone for two days, collecting more intelligence about a variety of subjects.  She’d sent him a message so long he dumped it to a reader and brought it with him, some twenty odd pages of text.  He was almost through it, and saw that Kiaari had been a very busy little girl.  She’d been all over North America in the last couple of days, chasing down leads that might direct her to the information she was seeking, but she’d regretted to admit that she’d come up empty.  She even noted in the message that Miaari was going to have her ears for her inability to perform her job.  Trillane had virtually dropped the slaving operation in a hole in the middle of nowhere and buried it.  Kiaari couldn’t find anyone who knew anything about it, and her light infiltrations into Trillane’s house computer network as well had come up empty.  But Kiaari also made mention of the fact that odds were, nobody involved in the slaving ring was probably on Earth, and the data about it was being held in hard storage, which would take her time to track down.


She’d also made her first visit to Cheyenne Mountain, and her report about that area was…not good.  The place was in shambles, an absolute disaster, and it wasn’t the Faey or scavengers that had done it, it was the U.S. military.  They had destroyed Cheyenne Mountain from the inside, literally using explosives to destroy entire sections of the secret base, probably some kind of last-ditch act of defience to deny the Faey access to some military secrets or something stupid like that.  Jason couldn’t fathom why they did it, but they had.  They would have months of rebuilding ahead of them when they moved in, clearing out debris, rebuilding tunnels and chambers, shoring them up, and installing basic services.  Kiaari did report that there was a series of huge storage chambers inside the mountain that could house dropships, but there was no way to get them in there unless they dug a new tunnel.  But that was something that Kiaari noted in her report that was entirely possible.  One of the storage caverns was relatively close to the outside of the mountain, some 300 shakra, and that was a distance that would make cutting a tunnel a viable option.  She wrote that they could build doors to place over the tunnel that appeared to look like the mountainside, and could conceal that construction under a hologram.  Jason had to admit that it was possible, but there were only 61 of them, and cutting a tunnel that would need to be 40 feet wide and 60 feet tall, high enough for a Stick to fly in carrying two stacked containers, would take them a long time, even if they used the most advanced Faey mining equipment.  The standard shipping container was roughly twenty feet high, fifteen feet wide, and thirty feet long.  Two containers carried by a Stick would be about 55 feet high.  Sure, cutting the hole would be easy, there were any number of mining tools that could shear into solid rock very fast.  If he got some good equipment, he figured it would only take a week to cut through to the outside, but the real time investment was going to be in the reinforcement of that tunnel.  If they didn’t shore it up, it was going to collapse.  That would require someone versed in real structural engineering, and considerable time to build the supports and install them.  That was a project that would take a couple of months to complete.

Jason figured it was about time to smack that girl down with a healthy dose of reality.


There were some other issues, as Kiaari had thoroughly surveyed the site and included it all in her report.  She estimated what it would take to repair the damage the military had done to the place, install what they needed, set up basic utilities and services, organize storage, set up training areas, and whatnot.  Not counting the idea of the tunnel, Kiaari estimated that they were looking at a whole summer of work on Cheyenne Mountain, maybe even into the winter a little bit.  She still held firm to her recommendation that it was the best place for them to set up, however, despite the unexpected bad condition of the facility.  It would let them do some large-scale work and remain hidden, and the surprising find of the massive caverns within the mountain, something not on any of the maps they’d found of the place, was an added bonus.


Jason did have to admit, those caverns made Cheyenne Mountain look more appealing as a base.  It would take a hell of a lot of work, but if they buckled down, they just might be able to figure something out.  They may not be able to cut a new tunnel for the the dropships, but they could work out some way to get containers in and out using the existing tunnel, which was large enough for a container to go through it.


One thing was for sure, they couldn’t stay in Charleston.  The place was too open, and it was too close to Chesepeake, and the ghosts that that place raised in most of the survivors.  They needed a fresh start in a place far away from that place.


“Mister Jason,” Luke called.


“You don’t have to call me that, Luke,” Jason sighed.  “Just Jason will do, or Jayce.”


“Sorry.  I’m picking something up on this scanner here,” he said, pointing to one of the scopes in the center between the two chairs, a proximity radar with a range of only about forty miles.


“There shouldn’t be any traffic in this area,” he said to himself, sitting up and buckling on his restraints.  When Luke saw him do that, he buckled his seat belt and shoulder harness as well.  “Says here it’s a dropship,” he said, bringing up a scanner readout on the main window.  “Transponder is Imperial military.  Looks like it’s a sensor dropship, scanning the area.  Where are we now?”


“Umm,” he said, looking at the map in his lap.


“This is serious, Luke, bring up GPS.”


“Sorry,” he said, throwing the map aside and then bringing up global positioning.  According to GPS, they were south of the abandoned city of Beckley, in an area of rugged mountains.  “We’re just south of Beckley,” he reported.  “The dropship is moving at 10 kathra an hour to the northwest.”


“Ten?  That’s it?  It must be doing a sensor sweep,” Jason said.  “Give me the controls, Luke.  I don’t think you’re ready for this.”


“Switching over,” he called, flipping the main switch that transferred master command to the co-pilot’s chair.  The master command was a system that caused one set of controls to be dominant.  Jason could use the controls on his side at any time, but if commands were input from the pilot’s controls, they would override his own.  That Jason had been letting Luke fly with master command was a testament to his progress.  “What are we going to do?”

“Go take a look,” he answered.  “Who do we know around here?”


“I think The Wilsons have a place near here,” he answered.


“Alright, let’s make sure they’re not hunting for anyone.  If they are, we’ll jump on the CB and warn people.”


Jason drifted his skimmer to within a mile of the sensor dropship, which was oblivious to their presence since it was incapable of detecting the craft.


“Look there!” Luke called sharply, pointing to the left.


Jason did so, and to his surprise, there was wreckage strewn out on an overgrown field that looked to have once been a livestock pasture.  The craft had hit hard, and from the blackened area around the debris field, there had been a fire.  But the grass was starting to regrow in that blackened area, so the wreck itself had to have been a while ago, at least a week.  From the look of the debris, it was a dropship, and it had crashed hard.  Jason brought up his own sensor pod and trained it on the wreckage, then brought up a visual image of the scanner’s findings.


It was a dropship alright, a passenger dropship, one of the smaller ones.  It had the Imperial crest on what was left of the nose, which meant that it was a dropship owned by the Marines.  Odds were it was a passenger dropship that ferried officers from the planet’s surface to ships in orbit above.  Skimmers could also do that, but the military vessels exclusively used dropships for it, since they were more heavily armored.  Jason used the touch screen to survey the wreckage, and couldn’t see any clear-cut evidence that it had either crashed or been shot down.  It had burst into flames when it crashed, but Jason couldn’t really see how, unless drive plasma conduit in the engine systems ruptured, which would spray metaphased plasma all over the place until the PPG and the dropship’s power plant finally went offline.  Metaphased plasma was safe at room temperatures, but safe was a relative concept, since it could easily set fire to grass or wood if it was exposed to a ruptured conduit.


“I wonder what happened to it,” Luke said.

“I’m not sure, but it doesn’t add up,” Jason replied.  “I can’t tell if it crashed or shot down, but why haven’t they come to collect the wreckage yet?  It’s an Imperial dropship, they wouldn’t just leave it here.  And it’s been here for a while.  The grass around the debris is starting to grow back, see?  But why would they have only one sensor dropship here surveying the area?  That doesn’t make any sense.”


“Maybe they’re getting ready to come get the debris, and they sent the sensor ship out to look around first,” Luke speculated.


“That’s possible, but why did they wait so long?  That’s the part that doesn’t make sense.  That wreck’s a week old, maybe more, but they left it out here.”


“Maybe they were seeing who might come to look at it,” Luke grunted.  “Left it as bait.”


“It’s not good bait if they have a pod ship sitting over it,” Jason said.


“Yeah, but it’s dark out, and they don’t make much sound.  You’d have trouble seeing it from the ground.”


“I don’t know, maybe.  It doesn’t make much sense though.  You can hear them if they’re close enough, someone on the ground would—“


He reacted violently, which caused the entire skimmer to lurch to port, when the faint sense of a familiar mind reached him.

It was Jyslin!

He knew exactly where she was, but it confused him.  She was out here!  She was about twenty miles due east of him, and she was in pain and afraid.


What had happened?  Why was she out here?  It didn’t make any sense?  Was she the one in that dropship that was wrecked out here?


“Jason?  You okay?  What’s wrong?” Luke asked in surprise, his hand darting towards the master control, but pulling back when Jason righted the skimmer.


“Quiet!”  Jason snapped as he centered himself.  “Take over!”


Luke hastily grabbed the controls as Jason let go of them, putting his fingers to his temples and focused his attention inward.  With that dropship in the area, that put other telepaths out in the region, so he had to be careful.  “Take us that way,” he ordered, pointing to the east.  “Now!”

Jyslin! he sent, putting both tremendous power behind his mental call, and also tight focus, a laserbeam of a sending that would only go in one direction, and that was towards Jyslin.  Jyslin!  JYSLIN!

Jason? came a weak reply.  Oh, thank the Trinity.  I’m hurt, I need you to find me.


What happened?


I couldn’t live without you, came a frenzied yet utterly sincere response.  I couldn’t be apart from you anymore.


Jason couldn’t say anything to that.  Are you alright?  I’m in my skimmer, we’re coming to you, but there’s a sensor dropship nearby.  Can we pick you up?  Can I land near you?


I, I think so, I’m in a small cave.  You’ll have to come get me, love, I can’t walk very well.  I think I broke my ankle.


What happened?


Remind me to let you do the flying from now on, she sent back ruefully.


“What is it, Jason?”


“It’s Jyslin,” he answered intensely.  “She was in that dropship.”


“Jyslin?  Here?”


“Yeah, that’s what I said,” he answered.  “We’re getting close, slow down a little.”


Luke brought the skimmer over a sharp hill with a meadow on the south side, which was directly over where he could sense Jyslin.  “Where’s that dropship?” he asked, looking at the scope.


“Looks like it’s about fifteen miles northwest of us,” Luke said.  “Want me to set her down?”


“Yeah, right there.  Jys says she can’t walk, we have to go get her.”


“Got it, lowering landing skids.”


Jason was out of the skimmer before it even fully settled on the ground, using his sense of Jyslin to lead him straight to her.  His mind swam with both elation and confusion.  Why would she risk coming out here?  She didn’t even know where he was!  Why do it now, when she could have come earlier?  And what hell would her family and Lorna have to pay for her desertion?


He saw her, and his heart soared.  She was standing with one foot raised at the mouth of a narrow, jagged cave entrance about ten feet up a jagged rock face, leaning against the side of her tiny cave.  How she had gotten up there with a broken ankle was a mystery, but she had.  She was dressed in a white jumpsuit of some kind that was absolutely filthy and had some burn marks on it, with the left shoulder torn and exposing the blue skin of her upper arm.  Her face looked gaunt and pale, and she had streaks of dirt on her forehead and cheeks.  Her auburn hair was dirty, stained, and matted.  She looked a fright and was dirtier than he’d ever seen her, but at that moment, she had never looked more beautiful to him.  He scrambled up the rocks and embraced her without a sound, as she clung to him, her arms trembling, as her mind opened to him and shared the entirety of the last few weeks with him in a fleeting instant, an act that drained what little strength she had and left her weak as a kitten, forcing her to grab onto him and hold on just to keep from falling over.


It was his visit that had triggered it.  She had been crushed when she thought he was dead, heavily depressed, but then she found out he was alive, and that information made her realize that she would rather live with him as an outlaw than continue to live apart from him.  So, after long days of worrying and stressing and furious debate with herself, she had deserted from the Marines.  It was that simple.  She wanted to be with him, and she wanted to be with him so desperately that she was willing to throw her entire future away…in her mind, a future without him was no future at all.  She set out in her car at first, but she was picked up outside of Lynchburg about six days ago.  They held her in the brig overnight, but then, when they were taking her back to Washington, she escaped and stole the dropship in which they were going to transport her.  Unlike Jason, she was not a pilot, and managed to get that far before she crashed, which was five days ago.  She broke her ankle in the crash, and she considered it a miracle that that was the only injury she sustained.  She used a cargo loader like a skateboard, riding the flat antigrav unit used to load heavy loads to get far away from the crash site, but it had broken down not far from her cave.  She carried it with her while she hunted for a cave, where the earth overhead would help hide her from sensors, using it as a crutch until she found the cave where he found her.  She had been hiding since then, waiting for her ankle to heal so she could continue on foot.  She really had no idea where he was, but she had this idea that if she found squatters near Chesapeake, they might know where he’d gone.

“You little fool,” Jason whispered in her ear, running his fingers through her glorious auburn hair.


I just couldn’t go on without you, she told him.  You told me before that you were willing to risk your life for something you believe in, my love.  Jason, I believe in you, and I’ll stand right beside you and take the same risks.  As long as we’re together, I don’t care where we are or what we’re doing.  You mean everything to me.  I’m just sorry it took so long and took me thinking you were dead to finally understand that.  She pushed away enough to look up into his eyes.  You told me before that until I left the Marines, you wouldn’t accept me.  Well, I’ve given them my resignation, she sent with weary impishness.  Is there still a place for me with you?


It’s the only place I’ve wanted you to be, he sent in reply, then he leaned down and kissed her, a kiss he’d waited months to deliver.


“Jayce, we’d better get going,” Luke called from below.


Jason opened his eyes and gave his pupil a truly ugly look, one that was hidden by the darkness.  “He’s right, there’s a sensor pod dropship cruising the area,” he told Jyslin aloud.


“It’s been looking for me for two days,” she answered as she looped her arm around his shoulder.  “I think they spotted me on a surveillance camera when I crashed and left the wreck, and then the dropship showed up.  I think they know I can’t walk.  It’s passed over my cave three times in the last two days.  Its sensors can’t penetrate down into this cave, and they’ll never find me with talent, so they’ve just been biding their time, waiting me out.”

“Well, they can just keep on looking,” Jason said as he beckoned to Luke.  The big man came up to the edge of the rock face, and then Jason physically lowered Jyslin down to him, kneeling down and letting her slide down the rock as she kept hold of him with the arm around his shoulder.  He grabbed her by her leg, then hauled her in gently as Jason lowered her by her hand, until he was holding her cradled before him.


“Hi,” Jyslin said to him with a light smile.  “I’m Jyslin.”


“Begging your pardon for not putting you down, ma’am, but you shouldn’t be putting any weight on that leg,” he told her.  “My name’s Luke.  It’s a pleasure to finally meet you.”


“Oh, he talks about me, does he?” she asked, giving Jason a loving look as he scrambled down the rocks.


“Only about every day,” he answered.


“Well, it’s good to know a girl isn’t being forgotten,” she laughed as Jason got back down, then collected her up from Luke.


“Never that,” he told her, looking into her eyes.  “Let’s get her back to Charleston, Luke.”


“Yeah.  I just hope it’s not that bad.”


“It’s bad enough,” she sighed as Jason rushed her back to his skimmer.  She looked at it curiously as they approached the stairs.  “Did you paint it?  I’ve never seen a black paint that…black.  It’s like it swallows the light.”


“That’s exactly what it does, what you’re looking at is the visible effect of the cloaking screen,” he answered as he rushed her up the stairs and into the cabin.  “Luke, get us the hell out of here,” he ordered as he set her down in the chair behind the pilot’s seat.  Luke squeezed past in the narrow cabin and sat down, then closed the hatch, raised the stairs, and pulled the ship into the air.  Instead of sitting in the copilot’s chair, he sat instead in the seat beside hers, and kept hold of her hand.  They remained seated until Luke had them at a level altitude, flying back towards Charleston on a northwestern course after circling very wide of the patrolling dropship.  Once they were level, Jason unbuckled himself and knelt by Jyslin’s chair, and immediately started working on getting her boot off.


“How did you get out here, Miss Jyslin?” Luke asked.


“It’s a long story,” she answered.  She put her hand on Jason’s neck, letting her touch on him amplify her telepathic connection to him and allow her to send despite her exhausted state.  In a brief moment, Jason and Jyslin traded vast amounts of information.  Jyslin relayed to him much of what her life had been like since moving to Washington, which she didn’t think really mattered to anyone but him, and she picked up from him what he’d been doing since he left her, which surprised her.  “You’ve been busy, I see,” she chuckled.


“Pardon?” Luke asked, glancing back at them.


“I was talking to Jason,” she told him.  “We’re catching up.”


“Oh,” Luke said with a nod as he looked quite deliberately at the bare hand on Jason’s neck, then turned back to his task, as Jyslin completed hers.


“They know about Tim too?” she asked in surprise.


He nodded.  “He felt it best that everyone know, after what happened in Chesapeake.  We didn’t want any secrets, with everyone so tense.”


“I’m sorry that happened, love,” she told him sincerely.


“Thank you,” he said with a sigh, as she hissed in pain when he pulled her boot off.  Her ankle was badly swollen and had some bruising on the inside.  She winced repeatedly as his fingers tested the swollen area.  “I don’t think it’s broken, but you did something pretty serious to it,” he told her.  “It shouldn’t still be swollen after this long.”


“Well, the swelling had been going down, but I twisted it again yesterday, when I climbed back up to the cave after looking for food.  Speaking of food, you wouldn’t happen to have anything in the skimmer, would you?  I’m starving.”


“I’m sorry, hon, but no,” he answered.  “I don’t even have any water.  I think I should put an emergency pack in here, though, in case we crash some day.  At least then we’d have some food and water.”

“Well, I think I can last until we get to where we’re going,” she assured him.


“Begging your pardon, but you don’t have to talk just to make me feel comfortable, Miss Jyslin,” Luke told her.  “I won’t be offended if you want to talk to him the other way.”


Jyslin laughed.  “I’m not talking for your benefit, Luke,” she told him.  “I’m exhausted, and using talent is more effort than talking.  Right now, it’s easier to talk.”


“But you were, uh,” he said, then trailed off as he tried to find words.


“Yes, but it wore me out,” she said, giving Jason a glorious smile.
“After I eat and get some some sleep, you won’t hear my voice very much when I’m with him.  We don’t speak aloud very often.”

“Ah.  Well, we’ll be landing in about ten minutes, ma’am.  We’ll have you sitting in a bed with a tray of food in front of you in fifteen.”


“I hope there’s a bath in there somewhere,” she said.  “Five days in this prison suit doesn’t do very much for the way I smell.”


“We can manage that,” Jason told her, sitting down again and taking her hand.

She was too tired to send anymore, but the smile on her dirty face was all the communication he needed.


Symone was the first one to sense it.  As Luke dropped the skimmer under the hologram, her tentative sendings reached them.  Jason? Is that Jyslin?  Trelle’s garland, did you go get Jyslin?


She decided to come get us, Jason replied.  She’s injured, Symone.  Can you get some food together and get a bath going?  She needs both.


Hurt? What happened?


She hurt her ankle.


Then why isn’t she sending?


Because she’s exhausted, Jyslin answered wryly.


Jyslin!  It’s great to hear from you!  I’ll get started on that food right now! Tim sent.


It’s good to hear you, Tim, Jyslin responded.


Don’t push her, Jason chided sharply.  We’re about to land.  You can come talk to her, but stop sending, you’re just tempting her.

She gave him an amused look.


“Mister Jason, have you thought about what you’re going to tell Kate?”


Jason laughed.  “Luke, that’s not going to be a problem at all.  Kate’s not really my girlfriend.”


“But she lives with you.”


“Yeah, but not for the reason we let everyone believe,” he answered honestly.  “I’ll explain it later.”

Luke landed the skimmer lightly, then they both carried her out into the spring night.  Symone and Tim were there to greet them.  Symone gave her a strong hug, Tim took her hand in greeting, then they walked her into the mansion and took straight up to Jason’s apartment.  Luke opened the door for Jason, who carried her in quickly.  “Where’s Kate?”


“She’s not here,” he answered.  “She’s been gone for the last three days.  All those times I’ve said she wasn’t feeling well, or was sick, she’s actually been gone.”


“Gone?  What’s she doing?”


“Something very important,” he answered.  “We’ll go into that later, Luke.”


“Yes, I’m dying to hear about this,” Jyslin said, giving him a smile, but it was somewhat disingenuous given that she already knew all about Kiaari.


Luke left them when he realized they were going to take off Jyslin’s filthy jumpsuit, which was handled with quick efficiency.  “When will Kate get back?” Jyslin asked as she started ravenously eating the bowl of venison stew that Tim had brought from the kitchen.  Jason was kneeling at the foot of the chair they had her in, inspecting her ankle once again.  It was easier to see now that he had better light and they weren’t in something that moved.

“Soon, I hope,” Jason answered.  “She’s the one that’ll be able to do something about your ankle.  Until she gets back, all we can really do is bandage it up and make sure you stay off of it.”

“Food never tasted so good,” she sighed, spooning it into her mouth in rapid strokes.  How does it look?


The same as it did the last time I looked at it, Jason told her tersely.


Then why are you looking at it again? she asked with a sly smile.


Tim laughed aloud, and Symone had to suppress a snicker.


“Because I didn’t get a chance to inspect it as well as I wanted,” he answered audibly.  “I can’t tell if anything’s broken or not.”


“We can use the scanner down in the shop like an x-ray,” Tim offered.


“That’s a good idea,” Jason agreed.


“I’ll go get it,” Tim offered.  “Want me to bring anything else?”


“Three more bowls of this would be nice,” Jyslin told him, holding the bowl out where he could see it.  “I haven’t eaten for three days.”


“I’ll bring a tray,” he said as he scurried from the room.


Make it a big one! she sent after him.


Tim’s idea to use a scanner as an x-ray was effective.  The two of them inspected Jyslin’s ankle using it while she ate, and found no bone damage in her ankle.  Thankfully, she had no broken bones or torn ligaments, but her ankle had obviously been severely sprained.  It happened during the crash, she sent as she ate from a tray of assorted bread, vegetables, and venison.  My foot got trapped between those pedals on the floor when I hit the ground.  So, my foot stayed while the rest of me went flying.

I think you’ll recover well enough, Jason sent.  I don’t see any breaks or tears.  A couple of weeks wearing a bandage without putting any weight on it should do the trick.


Good.  Now, you’ve checked my foot, and I’ve eaten as much as I can without getting sick, so carry me to the nearest bathtub.

While Jyslin bathed, Tim and Symone sat in the living room, and Jason sat on a stool right by her bathtub, unwilling to leave her side.  Jyslin’s sending became noticably stronger and stronger as she bathed, as the energy of the food got into her system, and she spent that time telling Tim and Symone all that had happened to her since they’d last seen each other.  She finished up her story about the same time she finished her bath, telling them about Jason’s brief approach close enough for her to know he was alive, and her ultimate decision to abandon her life as a Marine and come join them.  All this time, I secretly hoped that he’d come back, she sent honestly.  But then Chesapeake exploded, and I thought he was dead.  When he came to let me know he was alive, I just couldn’t stand it anymore.  We belong together, and if he’s serious enough about what he’s doing, then I’ll be the one to bend to the situation.  I left the squad a note, and then I left.  They tracked me down outside Lynchburg though.  I spent a night in the brig, then I escaped when they tried to load me into a dropship to take me back to the base.  Jason love, you need to teach me how to fly a dropship, she sent impishly.  I’m afraid I didn’t learn very well all that time I watched you fly.

There was a knock on the door out in the living room, and then he heard Luke and Temika’s voices.  Temika hadn’t sent a word since Jyslin arrived, and Jason suspected that she was probably a little afraid to do so.  She didn’t know Jyslin, and she had been told in the past that she had to keep her talent a secret from the Faey.  Jason couldn’t fault her for being cautious, it was the smart thing to do.


Mika, it’s okay to send, Jason sent openly.  Jyslin knows you’re a telepath.  She won’t tell anyone.


Too right, Jyslin sent with amusement.  Who could I tell that didn’t already know?


Well, Ah didn’t want to take a chance, Temika sent tentatively.  It’s good to finally meet you, Jyslin.


Well, we’ve never been formally introduced.  I’m Jyslin, Temika.  I’m Jason’s fiancee.


She’s not wasting any time, Tim sent casually.


No, not at all, Symone answered lightly.


Jason looked into Jyslin’s eyes, and he took her hand.  Fiancee sounds just right to me, he sent openly.


Those out in the living room heard Jyslin’s excited squeal quite clearly.  Jyslin hugged him fiercely, getting his shirt soaking wet, then kissed him deeply.  Jyslin’s kiss had never once failed to curl his toes; she really knew how to kiss.  “Is Miss Jyslin alright?” Luke asked in concern.  “Maybe she fell.”


“She’s fine, Luke,” Symone laughed.  “Jason’s in there with her.  They just got engaged.”

“Oh, that’s nice.  But could someone explain why Kate won’t mind?”


You can tell him some of it, Jason sent.


“Kate’s not really his girlfriend, Luke,” Symone told him.  “She’s an agent.”


“An agent?  Of what?”


“Think of her as that Jamie Bond guy.”


“James,” Tim corrected.


“Whatever.  Jason hired her to do those spy agent things to gather information.  She pretends to be his girlfriend so she can live here and they can do all their secret planning without having to explain too much why they’re always together talking.  It’s also how she hides how she’s gone all the time.  Jason just tells everyone she’s not feeling well.  If she didn’t live with someone that knew her secret, people would go looking for her if she vanished for a couple of days, and then her secret would be out.”


Luke seemed to digest that for a moment, then he slowly nodded.  “I don’t see the need for them to be all secretive about it, but I can understand why they do it.”


“Trust me, Luke,” Jason said as he carried Jyslin out of the bathroom, wrapped in a towel, “it’s necessary.  I can’t explain why, so you’ll have to trust me.”


“That’s all I need to hear, Mister Jason.  If you say to trust you, then I’ll trust you.”


“I appreciate that, Luke,” he said with a nod.


“It’d be nice if you could’ve told me some of that,” Tim said, a bit testily.


“We’re telling you now,” Jason told him.  “Kate asked me not to tell anyone.  I had to tell Symone because Symone had to screen her, and then after Mika got hurt, I had to tell her so Kate could treat her burn.  Kate has…some medical training that she wouldn’t have been able to explain away, so it became necessary to tell Mika.  But Kate gave me permission to tell people about her when it was needful, and this is one of those needful situations.”


“Oh, okay.  That makes sense, I guess.”


“As soon as Kate gets back, she can look at Jyslin’s ankle then?” Luke asked.


“Yeah, so I’m hoping she comes back soon,” Jason nodded as he set Jyslin on the couch, then knelt down and picked up her injured leg.  “You got that ace bandage Tim?”


“I put it—hold on, I set it on the endtable,” he said, rushing over the the little table by the door to Jason’s apartment.


Jason bandaged up Jyslin’s ankle, falling back on mimicking how the trainers used to do it back when he played football in college, then patted her calf.  “All done,” he told her.


“Thank you, love.  I wish I could say it already feels better, but not yet.”


“Just give it time,” he told her.  “It’s going to hurt for a few days, then you’ll be walking around before you know it.”


Jason’s panel began to beep.  Symone picked it up and carried it over to him, and he pulled it out of sleep mode and saw that there was an incoming call from an unknown number.  The panel stopped beeping, then began again.  “It’s Kate,” he realized when the panel stopped again quickly, then started once more.  She was hanging up and calling back in a specific sequence of timed rings, something she had worked out with him before she left to start gathering information.  He set the panel on the coffee table and accepted the call.  Her face winked into the main window, and he saw that she was in a phone booth on a busy street, one of the new phone booths that had video.  “Jason, I—oh, is that Jyslin?” she asked.


Jason nodded.  “She deserted.”


“Well, it’s nice to finally meet you.  I guess I’ll have to move out of Jason’s bedroom now,” she grinned.


“I think you’re right about that,” Jyslin said.  “So, you’re the mysterious Kate I’ve heard so much about.  It’s good to meet you too.”


“Just doing my job,” she said easily.  “Jason, I had to call, something important has happened.”


“What is it?”


“My sister needs your help,” she said, stressing her word to make him understand that she was talking about Miaari.  “She’s going to meet you exactly halfway between where you are now and where you came from, at the bridge they call Speed Trap Overpass.”


“Why does she need my help?”


“That’s something that my sister will have to explain to you,” she answered.  “She’s already there, Jason.  You need to go there.  Now.  And you need to do what you’ve always done when you meet my sister.  Do you understand?”


“I understand.  I’ll start out right now.”


“Thank you, Jason.  I’m on my way home now.  I’ll see you in the morning, okay?”


“We’ll keep breakfast warm for you.”


“Thanks, I’m going to need it.  Goodbye.”


She hung up immediately, the screen went blank, and then his panel returned to idle mode now that its task was completed.  “What was that about?” Jyslin asked.


“Something serious must have happened,” he said, standing up. “Miaari wouldn’t need to see me in person unless it was very serious.”


“Who is Miaari?” Tim asked.


Jason silently kicked himself for slipping and saying Miaari’s name, but the damage had been done.  “The woman Kate was talking about,” he answered.  “She’s also in Kate’s particular profession, that’s why she called her her sister.  If you guys will excuse me, I need to get my armor on.”


“Armor?  Why do you need armor?”


“Because Kate told me to wear it,” he answered.  “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to get ready.  Luke, could you go down and get the skimmer ready to go?”

“I’ll get her warmed up for you, Jayce,” Luke nodded, then he rushed off.


Jayce, what’s going on? Tim sent as Jason went into his bedroom and started undressing.


I don’t know, but if Kate had to call me, then it’s very serious, he answered.


Why do you have to wear armor? Tim pressed.


I’m not sure, but Kate told me to wear it, and I trust her judgment.

Jason was completely mystified by why Miaari would need to see him, but he would go see her.  He trusted her explicitely, as much as he trusted Jyslin or Symone, and he was sure that this wasn’t a trap.  He just couldn’t fathom why she would need to speak with him in person.  He stewed over it in vain as he armored up, then came out of his bedroom in his black armor and holding his helmet.  “I’ll have to go alone,” he told them.  “I always have before.  I’m not sure what Miaari needs, so I’m not sure when I’ll be back.”


You be very careful, Jason, Temika sent urgently.


I’ll be safe enough, he sent in reply.  Miaari would never hurt me.  I trust her.


They may have bought her off.


Miaari?  Never, he scoffed mentally.  Trust me.  Miaari could never be bribed.

Jason cut off Temika’s impending sending with a wave of his hand, and then leaned down and kissed Jyslin on the cheek.  “I’m sorry to run off like this, hon,” he told her.  “We just got back together, and here I am running off before we even have a chance to catch up.”


It’s alright, love.  I know that this is important.  Just get it done and come home, okay?


I’ll do my best, he assured her, kissing her again.


Jason was over the abandoned city of Hurricane in five minutes after getting into the skimmer, and still his mind raced as he tried to comprehend what Miaari would possibly need to see him for, but he knew that the only way to find out was to go down and talk to her.  The bridge that Kiaari had mentioned was an overpass over the old Interstate, a bridge that, back before the subjugation, was rather notorious for being one of the biggest speed traps in all of West Virginia.  It was so notorious that even the squatters that moved in after the subjugation knew about the reputation of this place, from the people who had remained behind when everyone was moved out.  That was how he knew exactly where to go, and he saw a small dropship sitting under that bridge, the vehicle in which Miaari had come to see him.  Jason descended in his skimmer and then inched it under the bridge beside the dropship, and saw that there was no activity, only an open hatch.


An invitation.


Jason swept the area with his talent, seeking out the presence of minds.  Much to his surprise, Miaari was not only there, but she was not alone.  Meya, Myra, Kumi, Fure, and three minds he did not know were in that dropship, and that confused him even more.  Why was Kumi here with her entourage?  She was in her conscription, working as an aide for some general or admiral or beaurocrat or something like that.  Was she the one that needed to see him?  If so, why the subterfuge, when she could have just called him?  She knew his number.  It was very dangerous for her to come here, and that made her act even less sensical.

They were not sending.  There was dead silence in that dropship, at least from a telepathic point of view, and that too seemed odd.


Jason opened the hatch, and extended the arm guns on his armor, just in case.  There was something not right about this situation, and he didn’t want to walk into that dropship without being ready.


He stepped up to the hatch, and saw Miaari standing in the hatch of the dropship across from him, in her natural shape.  She looked over at him with her luminous eyes, and only nodded and beckoned him to come to her with a hand.


Jason stepped down the steps of his skimmer, walked the fifteen feet between the two ships, and then started up the stairs of the dropship.  Miaari continued to stand where she was, watching him, her expression neutral, but her eyes did notice the extended MPACs on his forearms.  “Remain quiet, and do not send,” she told him in a low whisper.  “Enter.”


Jason did so, stepping into the dropship.  He entered a passenger dropship, its rear area converted into a somewhat lavish living space, the conveyance of a rich noble who wanted to travel from space to ground in comfort.  It was decorated with blue carpet, white cloth couches facing one another over a glass coffee table, and with intricate designs painted onto the walls.  Meya and Myra stood behind one of those couches, wearing nothing but simple white wraps, almost like robes, and Fure stood to one side, wearing a black jumpsuit of some kind.  Three Faey were seated with their backs to him, two females and a male, and Kumi was laying on the couch facing him.


She was injured.


Her middle was wrapped in Faey bio-reactive bandaging, treated to accelerate healing, and she had a venting tube affixed to her nose and an IV tube in her arm, feeding some kind of cloudy bluish fluid into her bloodstream.  She was laying on the couch, eyes closed, and her breathing was shallow but steady.

“Kumi!” Jason gasped, but Miaari put a finger to her muzzle, a reminder for him to remain quiet.  “Miaari, what happened?”


“She got too close to the truth someone wanted to remain secret,” she answered.  “Someone tried to assassinate her.  She was shot by an MPAC, shot from behind just outside the office where she works.”


“My God,” Jason breathed.


“It goes beyond that.  Twice, assassins tried to enter her hospital room and finish what was started.  Then, after she was moved to Arcturi manner, another assassin managed to evade the manor’s security and breach the compound.  I caught him just outside Kumi’s room.  They were well prepared.  The assassins all had no knowledge of who hired them, only a target, and they were armed with all the information they needed to bypass the security of every facility where Kumi was being kept.  The one I caught had the passcodes to the manor, something no one outside of Trillane would have.


“Jason, someone in House Trillane wants Kumi dead,” Miaari said grimly.  “Whoever this is, she has major resources at her disposal, so much so that she can hire professional, high-priced assassins.  Simply put, there is no safe place for her, except here, with you.  I am asking you as a personal favor to take her in and watch over her.”


“Kumi found the slavers,” Jason whispered.  “And they found out she was looking for them.”


“She did not find them, but clearly she asked the wrong question to the wrong person,” Miaari told him.  “Word got back to them, and now they are trying to kill her.”


“Poor Kumi,” Jason sighed.  “Is she going to be alright?”


“With rest and time, she will recover,” one of the Faey Jason did not know whispered in reply, turning around in her seat.  She was a petite little Faey with a heart-shaped face and short, blue-white hair that was curly and somewhat wild.


Jason looked at Miaari.  “I, Miaari, our doctor was killed in the explosion in Chesapeake,” he told her.  “We don’t have anyone—“


“Don’t worry about that, sir,” the same woman answered.  “Me and my two companions here are doctors.  We’ll be going with you to tend to our patient, and whatever other injuries you or your people may have.”


Jason looked to Miaari, and then he quite deliberately reached up and removed his helmet.  She reached over and put her hand on his neck, and in that touch she conveyed to him both her towering concern for Kumi, who was her best friend, and her assurance that anyone who went with him was absolutely trustworthy, and would not in any way endanger him or his people.  She also communicated to him that through Kiaari, she was fully aware of what he was doing, and that she would personally vouch that no Faey in that dropship would threaten his plans in any way.


It really wasn’t a hard choice to make.  Miaari knew everything about him, and it was then that he understood Kiaari’s blind trust in her sister.  Jason would trust Miaari because he had no reason not to trust Miaari.  Besides, Jason owed Kumi such a huge debt, it would have been a sin not to give her aid in her time of need when she had done so much for him.

“Kumi is my friend,” he whispered.  “Of course I won’t turn her away, Miaari.  As long as someone’s there who can help her recover, she’s welcome to stay with us.”


“All before you save me will be going with you,” Miaari told him.  “As I am sure they will tell you, now their lives are in just as much danger.  The noble within Trillane trying to kill Kumi will try to kill them as well, just in case she passed along any information to them.  Meya, Myra, and Fure will continue their tasks in her household as before.  The three Faey you do not know are doctors, Jason.  Yohne, Songa, and Rann will serve both Kumi and you as physicians.  Songa and Rann have agreed to remain behind after the others leave to serve your people as doctors for your people.”


“What happened to that little Makati?”


“He is dead,” she answered in hushed tones.  “The assassin that invaded Arcturi Manor was not there only to kill Kumi.  He killed four of Kumi’s personal servants before reaching her door.  That is why the others are here.  If they return to Draconis, they will be targeted for assassination.”

Meya and Myra both nodded vigorously, their expressions grim and a little nervous and worried.  Whatever had happened on Draconis, it had scared the twins badly.


“Well, this is going to be interesting,” Jason said quietly.  “Miaari, earlier tonight, I picked up Jyslin not far from where I live.  She deserted.  And now I’m taking in Kumi and more Faey.  I think my people are going to think I’m a maniac.”

“With luck, Jason, they will not be burdening you for long,” she told him.  “Whoever tried to kill Kumi has riled me, and now I’m going to find who did it and deal with her.  If all goes well, Kumi will be returning home after she recovers from her injury, and the others will be leaving with her, except for Songa and Rann.  They’ll be staying with you for as long as you have need of them.”


“Is that entirely wise?”


“They have my confidence,” she said simply.  “They will not threaten your security or your plans.  They will help you in any way they can.  And with what is coming, Jason, you will need a doctor.  Songa and Rann will be those doctors.”

“Well, if you trust them, then I guess it’s alright.”


“Very well, now that that’s all settled, let’s get to work,” Miaari said.  “There are supplies and equipment we need to load into your skimmer, Jason, then we must get Kumi aboard and on her way.”


“Before we do that,” Jason said, looking at the Faey before him, “there’s something you need to know about me, and some of the people you’re going to meet.  And it’s something that you must never reveal, to anyone, ever.”


“We already know you have talent, Jason,” Meya told him with a strained, nervous smile.  “And we already know that that boy from your school that we know has talent is with you.  Miaari has already sworn us to silence on the matter.”


The three doctors all nodded in agreement.


“They will never reveal any secrets they may learn while with your people, Jason,” Miaari told him.  “On that, you have my word.”


“Alright.  If you know the truth, then understand this, which is the one rule you will not break.  You will not probe, scan, or even eavesdrop on anyone in Charleston, and I mean no one.  The people there trust us as much as they do because they know that we respect their privacy.  If you have a problem with this, then just totally close your mind, because if I even suspect that one of you is using your talent to listen to the thoughts of the people in the community, I won’t even bother to call Miaari to come pick you up. I’ll just toss you out.  Is that understood?”


They all nodded, though they looked a bit unsettled with his adamant proclamation.


“Good.  The other part of that is you will not press or push on the other human telepaths.  We are not  Faey, and the others aren’t as well trained or as comfortable in their talent as you are.  Tim and Temika aren’t going to be too thrilled with you being there, and Temika especially is going to be very wary around you.  Unless they send privately to you, do not send privately to them.  Open sendings are fine, that’s just public chatter, but don’t try to send to them privately.  Is this understood?”


They nodded once again.

“Then that’s good enough for me,” Jason whispered with a nod.  “Alright, let’s get going.”


With the help of the Faey, Jason loaded a large amount of medical supplies and equipment into the cargo hold of his skimmer.  They brought everything they needed to treat Kumi, even the supplies they’d need for surgery if it was necessary, and some additional equipment that Miaari told him Songa had demanded to have if she was to serve as Charleston’s primary doctor.  The twins’ armor and weapons were in those supplies, as well as armor that looked to belong to Kumi, and one more suit that Miaari told him was made for Songa and Rann.  Given that Jason might soon be at war with Trillane, sending them to his people with their own armor was only wise.  There was so much equipment that Jason ran out of room in the hold, and was forced to stack it in seats in the cabin…and there was still too much.  He told the Faey that they were going to be either sitting on or holding boxes of supplies on the trip back to Charleston.


Then came the issue of Kumi.  She was unconscious, being held in a medically-induced coma so she would heal faster and not move around…and that was absolutely necessary.  The MPAC blast to her back had almost torn her in half at the waist, and it had taken a tremendous amount of work by a large team of doctors and surgeons to save her life.  Given the drastic amount of reconstructive surgery they had been forced to do on her, she had to remain absolutely motionless to give those reconstructed areas a chance to heal.  Moving her wasn’t going to be a problem, but the problem came from the fact that there was no place to lay her flat in his skimmer.  Fure and Jason both came up with the idea of slinging a board over two seats in the cabin at the same time, which meant that with all the equipment in the cabin and Kumi taking up two of the eight seats, the only people who were really going to be sitting in the cockpit were Jason and whoever sat in the copilot’s chair.  Everyone else would have to stand in the center aisle.


It was done with gentle care.  She was laying atop a stretcher on the couch, so Jason and Miaari picked up that stretcher and slowly, carefully, and methodically navigated the dropship cabin and moved her out and into his skimmer.  She was laid across the seats behind the cockpit chairs, and Jason literally slid under her stretcher to get to the controls. Miaari leaned over Kumi and looked at him as he got the skimmer ready to take off.  “I’m sorry to impose on you like this, my friend,” she told him, “but I truly could not think of anywhere safer to bring her.”


“It’s alright, Miaari,” he told her.  “I’ll do everything I can to keep her safe.  Are you going to be alright?  Whoever did this must know that you’re going to come looking for her.  It’s going to be dangerous.”


“Yes, it seems that whoever it is has already taken certain steps, because it’s well known that I am Kumi’s friend, and they know what it means when a Kimdori calls you friend.  But that’s not going to save them.  I will find out who did this, and then the wrath of the Kimdori will be visited upon them all.”


“All I can say is good luck, and be careful, Miaari,” he told her in a sober whisper.


“If you need anything, my sister can pass the word.  We keep in regular contact.”


“I think we’ll be alright.”


Miaari leaned well down and nuzzled the side of his neck with her muzzle.  Her nose was decidedly cold.  “I knew I could depend on you, friend Jason.”


“I’ll always be here for you when you need me, Miaari.  I owe you too much to do anything else.”


“Remember that those coming with you know that they are to obey you.  You are in command.”


“It’s good you made that point.”


“I was abundantly clear on the matter.”


“Miaari, thanks.”


“For what?”


“For calling me friend.”


She licked the side of his neck.  “A Kimdori knows who is worthy of that title,” she whispered in his ear.  “Now you must go.  I must get the dropship back into space before the sensors again cover this area.”

“Alright.  Good luck, Miaari, and good hunting.”


“Take good care of Kumi.”


“We will.”


Miaari quickly said her goodbyes to the others, put a single, gentle hand on Kumi’s shoulder as she looked down on the young Faey with concern, then quickly and silently left the skimmer.  Jason closed the hatch and looked back at the Faey crowded in behind the stretcher.  God, this was going to be a mess, but he really couldn’t see any other way around it.  Kumi was in desperate need of him, and he would not deny her.  And he liked Meya and Myra too much to deny them sanctuary with him.  Fure, well, he was neutral on the idea of Fure, but given that he was bringing the others, he had no reason to say no to bringing Fure so long as Miaari vouched for him.  And since Kumi was in such bad condition, she needed the doctors that Miaari had sent with them, doctors that would ensure she recovered, and doctors that absolutely had to be there if she was going to survive.


In one night, Jason had been reunited with Jyslin, and now he was taking in a fugitive Kumi and her entourage.


What a mess.


Jyslin, the community could comprehend.  After all, she had been his girlfriend, and after what happened in Chesapeake, they could understand her powerful motivation to seek him out, so her coming into Charleston made sense.  But Kumi was much more abstract, much less clear, and her arrival with a pack of untrustworthy Faey had put many within the community on edge.


In just one night, Jason’s entire life was turned upside down.  He was overjoyed and ecstatic that Jyslin had come to Charleston, that they were finally together again.  But before he could even properly welcome her, to have the chance to spend quiet, private time with her and renew the bonds that held them together, now there were more Faey in Charleston, Faey that were much more problematic that Jyslin.


And it wasn’t that they were out in the city causing mischief, either.  All of them had been restricted to the mansion by personal command from Jason, told not to leave the building for any reason.  Jason had had Kumi put in a bedroom on the second floor, where the doctors set up all their medical equipment, put Kumi in a special bed they assembled from parts they brought with them, and began a constant vigil at her bedside.  There would be one doctor in Kumi’s room at all times, monitoring her condition, rotating in shifts. Meya, Myra, and Fure would also attend Kumi in shifts, one in her room at all times, providing a familiar, comforting presence that would help their noble employer in more esoteric ways than simple medicine.


It was impossible to hide the arrival of these strange Faey, because people were still awake at two in the morning, when Jason returned, because of the news and the gossip of the arrival of Jyslin.  Jason’s departure in his skimmer again was noticed by everyone in town, and so everyone saw it when he returned to the city with unknown Faey, one of which who had to be removed from his skimmer on a stretcher.  Luke was the one who disseminated the basics about the newcomers.  He told them that the wounded Faey was the Kumi, the one who had basicly sold Jason all the Faey equipment they now enjoyed, and that she’d been brought here to hide her from the same enemies that Jason was determined to stop, who were engaging in human slavery.

It was that unfamiliarity, Jason knew.  Jyslin, they didn’t know, but stories of her gave the people in the community at least an abstract sense of familiarity with her.  They’d heard him talk about Jyslin, they knew the history, so there was something there they could base opinions upon.  They knew that Jyslin’s loyalty to Jason would not be in question.  And in a way, Kumi too wasn’t much of an issue, since Kumi too was a Faey of which Jason had spoken in the past, a woman that had some modicum of familiarity to the people of Charleston due to her history with their leader.  It was the others that was the problem.  They were totally unknown, mysterious, and they were Faey.  They were the very people that most of them had fled into the wildlands to avoid, and now they were out here, with them,  holed up in the governor’s mansion, literally within spitting distance of Jason.  There wasn’t any overt acts of aggression, but Jason didn’t need to use talent on them to see that they were nervous and a little afraid.


Jason knew that there was work to be done to get things settled down, but it was going to have to wait, because he had something much more important to do…and that was sleep with his future wife.


It certainly had been neither tentative nor strange.  It had almost felt as if there had been no time since the last time they had made love, and the act of joining mind and body both had smoothed away long months of yearning and regret.  It was intimate, romantic, and everything that Jason had remembered, despite having to be careful not to injure Jyslin’s ankle further.

Jyslin certainly seemed to take the sudden arrival of Kumi rather well.  She understood Kumi’s desperate plight, and given everything that Kumi had done for Jason, she considered it only proper that Jason return the favor.  They talked about it the next morning, after they woke up, but before they got out of bed, simply enjoying the state of being together, enjoying the simple pleasure of lingering in bed after waking.

I think I’m gonna have to do quite a bit of defusing today, Jason told her, utilizing the fact that they were touching to send so only she could hear.  The doctors had already warned him that there couldn’t be any unnecessary or excessive sending in Kumi’s proximity, that the mental activity of receiving sending might stir her from her induced coma.  Jason had warned Tim, Temika, and Symone, and so the house had become a no-sending zone.  It’s too much too fast, I think.  Some people are already nervous.

I’ll say it was too fast.  Before we could even spend a single moment of time alone together, you bring back more Faey, one of which might be a competitor for you.


As if, he sent with scathing overtones, which made her laugh aloud.  I spent too much time waiting for you to even think of looking at another woman.

You’re such a sweetheart, she said, her glowing love and contentment flowing through their communion.  You think she’ll be alright?


Kumi?  She’ll be alright, she has three doctors watching her.  From what Meya and Myra told me, she took a hard hit, but the blast hit her squarely in the spine.


Ouch.


Yeah, ouch, but that actually saved her life.  The plasma charge hit bone, so there wasn’t as much flash-boiling and the explosive decompression that comes with it.  One of those doctors told me that if it had hit her just a hair to the right or left, it would have blown her in half and she’d have been dead.  The MPAC took a huge piece out of her back and sent bone shrapnel flying all over her insides, but she survived.  I’m more worried about how the others are going to take them being here, though.  Some of them are alright with Symone because she’s Symone, but don’t really trust Faey.  I’ll have to do some work getting them to accept you and the others.  It’s already a shock right after Chesapeake, and then finding out about the human telepaths.  I’m not sure how they’re going to take you and the others.

I’m sure they’ll be alright, love.  At least with me, they’ll know they have someone who’s put her hand in with them, to the end.  This is where I belong.  This is where I’ve belonged all along, I was just too blind to see it.


I don’t blame you, Jys.  I never did.  You had a life, family, friends, and it wasn’t my place to ask you to give it up over a suicide mission.


Without you, I had no life, she sent with total honesty.  I would rather have six hours with you than have a lifetime without you.


I hope to give you more than that, Jyslin, he replied.  The odds are stacked against us, but someone has to try.  I wish it wasn’t me, but here we are.  I have to do my best.  Odds are, we won’t live to see next year.


Then it will be the happiest year of my life, she told him, caressing his face and looking down into his eyes.  There’s just one thing I want from you, Jason.


What is that?


That if we have any chance at all, that we have a Faey ceremony as well as a human one.  It’s going to be hard finding a Templar on Earth, though.


I’m not comfortable with the idea of being married in a religion I don’t follow, Jyslin, he sent honestly.  I’m not all that religious, but I am a methodist, and being married by a priest of another faith is kinda blasphemous.  It’s putting another god before the one I believe in, and that’s a major sin.

It has nothing to do with the Trinity, Jason, she told him.  The Templar can conduct a secular ceremony, because Templars have that legal power.  Just because a Templar conducts a non-religious ceremony doesn’t make any less legally binding.


Jyslin.  We’re fugitives, and you’re talking about the legality of a ceremony? he sent with an audible laugh.


It’s for me, not for the law, she sent primly.  That way, in my own mind, I’ll always know that I was married by a Templar, and I’ll feel like we’re married.


Well, I guess when you say it like that, it makes sense, he acquiesced.  And I don’t see anything wrong with it, if the Templar’s just gonna act like a justice of the peace.  I’m not sure if we’ll ever have a chance to find a Templar, but if we can, then we can have a Faey ceremony.


That’s fine, love, I know it won’t be easy.  Just your approval is enough to make me happy, she assured him, snuggling down with him.  Trelle’s garland, I’ve missed this.


Me too.


So, what’s going to be first?


First, you go down to see one of those doctors, he answered.  I already told them about your ankle, and they brought a whole bloody Faey hospital’s worth of supplies and equipment along with them.  There was so much of it nobody had anywhere to sit down in the skimmer except me.  I was told to bring you down as soon as you’re up.


Well, let’s go take care of that, then, she told him.


And they did.  After dressing, Jason carried Jyslin down to the second floor, which had been pretty much well taken over by Kumi’s people.  Kumi was there, and the other Faey had taken empty bedrooms on the floor, and one of the large conference rooms had been filled with the extra supplies.  From there, though, they were sent down to the first floor, where they found two of the doctors, the blue-haired woman and the male, Luke, and a few townsfolk busily setting up assorted medical equipment.  An examination table had already been built and set near one corner.


“Ah, our first patient,” the woman, Songa, said in Faey with a light smile.  “Take her over there, if you would, one of us will be with you as soon as we get this thing going.”


“Pardon?” Luke asked.


“Oh, excuse me,” she said in fluent, perfect English.  “I was telling Jason to carry our patient to the examination table.”


Jason set Jyslin down on the table, and kept hold of her hand as they watched the two Faey doctors, but what was more important, watched the humans helping them.  They all seemed a bit unsettled with being around the two Faey, but the two doctors seemed to understand that, and were treating them with the utmost respect, always careful to ask for help and not to demand it, and being personable without being overly chatty.  The two doctors knew what they were doing, Jason saw, and not just from a medical standpoint.  Both of them knew how to set up and use their equipment, the male especially, who seemed to be assembling units with a practiced efficiency that hinted that he knew his way around equipment.

Once they were done, the male approached them and did something Jason had never seen before; the male bowed.  “I’m Doctor Rann.  If you’re ready, we can examine that ankle now,” he said in Faey.

“Surely,” Jyslin said, scooting a bit on the padded table and raising her leg as he knelt by the table.


The male unwrapped the bandage Jason had put on her leg, and then commenced with the examination.  Much to Jason’s surprise, the male inspected her leg first the way Northwood would have done, with his fingers and his eyes.  After probing here and there with his long, delicate fingers, he took up a small little device and swept it back and forth over Jyslin’s ankle slowly.  “There’s no cruciate damage,” he announced.  “Just a case of stressed ligaments.  A bad sprain,” he said with a surprisingly disarming smile.  “I can help with that somewhat, but it’s just going to take a few days of rest to heal this up.”


“That’s a relief,” Jyslin sighed.


“Let me get what I need, and we’ll have you out of here in just a bit,” he told them.


Jason watched curiously as Rann, and then Songa, tended to Jyslin.  To his surprise, part of their treatment involved injecting some kind of medical compound directly into the strained ligaments, using long, evil-looking needles.  They did deaden her sensation in her ankle using a topical anesthetic first.  After that, Songa lathered her hands up in a clear liquid, looking like oil, and started massaging Jyslin’s ankle with expert strokes.


“Exactly what does that do?” Jason asked.


“It’s the second part of the treatment,” she answered.  “The injection is a bio-accelerant that’s working in her ankle to tighten and repair her damaged ligaments.  That’s what those needles were for, to inject the medicine exactly where it was needed.  This is a topical accelerant that’s working into her skin, and will work to repair the soft tissue damaged when she twisted her ankle.  A strain like this is a combination of pulled ligaments and stressed supporting soft tissue.  Rann.”


“Yes, love?”


“Could you bring some biomolding?”


“Certainly.”


“Love?” Jason asked.


“Rann is my husband,” she said in English, with a smile.  “We met in medical school.  After I finished my conscription, we married.  We have a small private practice just outside Dracora.”

“If you don’t mind my asking, how did you two end up here?  Why did Miaari bring you?”


“Miaari needed a doctor she could trust,” she shrugged.  “My family owes her a huge debt.  She helped us find a cousin of mine who was kidnapped.  Yohne is Eleri’s personal physician, so it’s only logical that she be here with her patient.”


“Why do you want to stay behind?  It’s going to get very ugly around here, very soon.”


“A doctor doesn’t shy away from danger when someone needs her.  Your people need a doctor, and now you have two.  Miaari explained to me that you’re about to start action against Trillane because they’re mistreating your people.  I see nothing wrong with that, espeically since she said you don’t want to break away from the Imperium, only from Trillane.  I’m not threatening the Imperium in any way by helping you, and I’m fulfilling my oaths as a doctor to lend all aid I can to whoever is in need of it.”


“We understand the danger, sir,” Rann said as he handed Songa a jar of what looked like petroleum jelly.  “But there’s a need for us here, and a doctor must fill that need, even if it’s dangerous.”

“But this isn’t your fight.”


“Every fight is a doctor’s fight,” Rann countered.  “You are citizens of the Imperium, and it is our sacred duty to render all aid and care we can to any citizen in need.  What side you happen to be on doesn’t matter, the only thing that matters is that you need us.  And since you need us, here we are.”


“You’re not going to win this fight, Jason,” Songa smiled at him as she started applying that greasy substance to Jyslin’s ankle.  “One thing you’ll find out about Faey doctors is that we’re even more stubborn than Grand Duchesses.  You need us, so here we are, and you’re not going to change it.”

“We’ve been studying human physiology, so we’re ready for our task,” Rann added.  “Not that it’s really that different from ours.  Aside from a few cosmetic differences, our races are almost genetically identical.  Bone structure, cardio-vascular, lymphatic systems, they’re identical to ours.  Some human blood types are even identical to ours.”


“I’ve heard,” Jason said.


“We’re genetically compatible, too,” Songa told him.  “Maybe, you and your husband might be the first to bless us with the first child of a Faey and human?” Songa asked, looking at Jyslin with a smile.


“He’s not my husband yet,” she said, looking up at him.  “But we’re working on it.”


“Well, I guess that leaves me out in the cold,” a voice called from across the room.  Kiaari was there in the guise of Kate, leaning against the doorway on the far side.  She was wearing a black tee shirt and a pair of blue jeans.  “It’s good to see that you’re alright, Jyslin.  When I got word that you defected, I started trying to track you down, but then got called off it.  I see Jason found you before I did.”


“It was pure luck,” she answered.  “It’s nice to finally meet you.  I’ve heard much about you.”


Kiaari laughed.  “The good or the bad?”


“Both,” she answered.


“Miaari filled me in on some of what happened,” she said as she came across to where the doctors were applying that clear compound to Jyslin’s ankle, smearing it on thickly.  “How’s Kumi?”

“I’m not entirely sure,” Jason answered.  Kiaari put her hand on his neck, and he felt that expansion that told him that she was accessing his mind in her own special way.  “I had to tell some people about you, with Jyslin being here and all.  We’ll have to tell everyone else.”


“That was the best idea,” she told him, nodding to him.  “It might make them feel a little better about what we’re going to be doing if they know I’m out there gathering intelligence, so we never walk into anything blindly.”


“Miss Eleri is going to be alright,” Rann answered her earlier question.  “She was seriously injured, but it looks like she’ll make a recovery.  She won’t be moving around for a while, though.”


“Well, that’s good to hear,” Kiaari said.  “Jason, may I talk to you for a few minutes?”

He glanced down to Jyslin, who just nodded and shooed him away.  He followed Kiaari outside into the crisp morning air, walking with her as they moved towards the capitol building where most of the records were kept.  “I hope they won’t be too much of a burden on you,” she began.  “Miaari really didn’t have anywhere safe to put them.  She thought this would be the one place where Trillane’s assassins couldn’t reach her.”


“It’s alright,” Jason answered.  “Kumi’s a good friend, and I couldn’t turn her aside when she needs me.  I think we do need to talk about something, though.”


“What?”


“Those doctors,” he answered.  “Kate, is Miaari stacking the deck?”


“What do you mean?”


“I mean, she sent those two here to stay.  She told me before she was helping because your people had an interest in what was going on here, but I never really thought about it until this morning.  Are your people trying to kick Trillane off Earth?”


“What’s going on has nothing to do about Trillane,” she answered after a moment.  “I can’t explain it to you without violating a secret, and as you know, we never do that.”


“I know, and I respect that.”


“All I can really tell you is that Miaari wants to help as much as she can without violating her word.  No, the Kimdori aren’t trying to overthrow Trillane.  We are helping for a different reason, one that I can’t explain without breaking my word.  If you’re trying to work around to asking me if we’re going to send you troops, well, the answer is no.  What you’re doing is your own affair.  Yes, we have an interest in the outcome, but we can’t directly interfere.  What you do, and how you do it, is up to you.  We’ll do what we can to help, but it won’t be anything large scale, and it will always be from the shadows.”

“I’m not sure I understand.”


“It’s very hard to explain,” she told him honestly.  “There are several vows and oaths involved that prevent me from telling you enough for you to understand.  All I can really say is that we do care about you, and we’ll do what we can…it just can’t be anything so big that it becomes obvious.  Rann and Songa have volunteered to stay because you’re going to need them.  You can’t be without medicine out here, it’d be a death sentence.  It wasn’t entirely planned to get them there quite this way, but getting you a doctor was something that Miaari was trying to organize.  She’d been looking for a good candidate when Kumi was injured, and then Rann and Songa kind of fell in her lap. Luck is like that sometimes.  Anyway, it’s something she could have done because it’s something small that she can do, but something that will help you.  But she’s not going to send, say, a few thousand Faey mercenaries.  What you do here, you need to do on your own, without it appearing that you were backed by some rival noble house.  That would threaten any ground you gain.  It’s not a big stretch to think that you might have a handful of Faey with you, because you’re a charismatic fellow, and those Faey have a damn good reason to be here,” she told him with a quick grin.  “But a few platoons of mercenaries all piloting exomechs would just scream that some other noble house was engaging in a covert war to dislodge Trillane from Earth and take it over for themselves.  There can’t even be a hint that you’re getting that kind of support, or it taints everything.”


“I think I can understand that.  I just don’t know what to expect.”


“Expect us to help in any way that can’t be traced back to us,” she answered honestly.  “I know this might sound a bit heartless, but it’s important that what happens out here happens with your people controlling their own destiny, and making their own choices and decisions.  That’s why I never say what you should do, Jason.  I can only suggest.  Wether or not you listen to my suggestions is your own affair.”

“It sounds complicated.”


“It’s very complicated.  I hope some day we can sit down and explain what’s going on, and why we’ve done what we’re doing.  Until then, all I can say, from the bottom of my heart, Jason, is trust us.  We’re not playing with you or using you.  We want you to succeed, but we have to let you succeed on your own, with only a little help here and there, with as little help we can give you as possible while helping you succeed…because if you have no help at all, you’re going to fail, but if you have too much help, it’s going to cause you to lose everything you worked so hard to gain.”


“I see.”


“There’s a very fine line at work here, a line we can’t cross.  We’ll get as close as we can to that line, Jason, that’s a promise, but we can’t cross it.”


“When you say it like that, it does make a little more sense,” he said after a moment’s thought.  “If the Empress thinks that we were backed by some other house, she’d just give Earth back to Trillane, even if we pushed them off.”


“Exactly,” she nodded.  “But if it’s clear that a telepathic human trained in Faey technology with a track record of resourcefulness, who has documented access to Civnet and has done business with certain black marketeers in the past, starts a war with Trillane using human soldiers armed in equipment he bought, stole, or built from scratch, it’s not going to raise the same alarm flag.”


“I think I understand.”


“We’ll do what we can to make sure you have as much advantage as we can possibly give you, Jason,” she assured him.  “But we can’t go too far.  You have to win this war on your own.  Just think of us as your aunts who can send you a little extra money from time to time when you’re in a hole and the rent’s coming due.”


Jason laughed.  “I’ll be asking for money soon, then.”


“If we can sneak it to you without anyone noticing, then we will,” she said with a nod.  “The doctors are something small, and they were something of a windfall anyway, at least for you.  After Kumi was injured, Rann and Songa volunteered to remain behind when they found out that your people have no doctor.  Those two are throwbacks to the era of the saishain.”


“Who?”


She looked at him.  “The saishain are actually the distant ancestors of the entire Faey medical profession,” she told him.  “They were a cloistered monastic order who worshipped Aris, the goddess of war and mercy, back when the Faey used swords and spears.”

“That seems hypocritical,” he mused.  “How can a god represent both war and mercy?”


“That paradox is the fundamental nature of Aris’ worship,” Kiaari chuckled.  “The faith had two major sects, the warmongers and the peacebrokers.  The saishain were an order that devoted itself to the arts of medicine.  They were legendary both for their ability as healers and their fearlessness.  They would show up on a battlefield and march right into it, even as it was being fought sometimes, and start tending the wounded.  And they never took sides.  They tended the wounded on both sides of a battle, often putting them in beds next to each other.  It was an unwritten rule that there were no enemies within a saishain enclave, only the needy.  They never turned away anyone in need, no matter who it was or how bad off they were.  The order became so prevalent that special rules of war were introduced back in that age that made harming a saishain an offense that carried the death penalty, and rules that they were never to be interfered with or harassed, even if they were rendering aid to the enemy.  The order was devoted to medicine and the dispensation of that medicine to all who were in need of it, and from them sprouted the foundations of the entire Faey medical system.  The oaths of a doctor still have roots in the saishain oaths, to do no harm, to never deny healing to the needy, and to never let politics interfere with the dispensation of medicine.  Even today, the medical branch is its own entity.  The doctors in the Faey military aren’t part of the other armed services.  The Military Medical Service is its own service, with its own ranks and its own leadership.   They’re just lent out to military units in other branches, that’s all.  A doctor’s insignia is still the symbol of the saishain, a red triangle on white circular background.”

“Wow.  I never knew that.”


“Just one of the little things about the Faey I’ve found interesting.  Their entire society is deeply entrenched in traditions and customs, and the modern Faey have no idea where most of them came from.  It’s really quite interesting.  Anyway, Rann and Songa are definitely throwbacks to the saishain.  All they care about is the fact that your people need doctors, and so here they are.  They don’t care about what you’re about to do, they only care that there’s a need for them here, and so here is where they should be.”


“I hope so.”


“Miaari screened them.  They won’t give you away or give up any secrets about you.  They are devoted to medicine, and here, they see a place where it’s needed.  That’s all they care about.”

“Well, that’s something I’ll just have to trust you over.”  He was quiet a moment.  “There’s one thing that you can do for me.”


“What is that?”


“Jyslin wants to be married by a Templar,” he told her.  “I’ve already told her that I object to a religious ceremony conducted by someone outside my own faith, but she said that a secular ceremony conducted by a Templar is good enough for her.  It would mean a lot to her.  I don’t expect you to bring a Templar here, but could you find a Templar we could go to, that wouldn’t object to a secretive ceremony done in the middle of the night?”


“Jason, I’d be honored to arrange that for you,” she said sincerely.  “Just find out when Jyslin wants to have the ceremony, and I’ll find a Templar to perform it for you.  I promise.  Congratulations, by the way.  I know how much you love her.”


“I just hope she made the right choice.”


“The only choice she could make was to follow her heart,” she answered.  “Is that so wrong?”


“Well, when it’s my future wife, yeah, it can be wrong,” he grunted.  “I don’t want her in any danger because of me.”

“Jason, hon, I see some exciting times in your future,” she laughed.  “What is Jyslin?”


“She’s a Faey.”


“Jason, she’s a Marine,” she stressed.  “She’s been trained to fight, and what’s more, she knows Faey tactics backwards and forwards.  And when you start fighting, she’ll demand to be right there.  She won’t let you go alone, and to be honest, you’d be stupid to try to make her stay.  She’s a good fighter or she wouldn’t be a Marine, she’s a squad leader, which means she has experience leading small units, and if she’s a Marine, that means she’s in the upper ten percentile of telepaths in the entire Imperium.  Marines don’t get the black armor because of connections, they get the black armor because of ability and talent.  She’s an asset that you can’t ignore, and she’ll be the perfect partner for you out in the field.  She has too much invested in this to let you do something stupid and get yourself killed.”

Jason was quiet as they walked along the grass outside the capitol building.  Kiaari was right about that, but part of him violently objected to the idea of taking his wife into combat.  He didn’t want to put her in any risk.  He loved her, and the idea of her putting her life on the line over something that was really not her fight sat wrong with him.  He wanted to protect her as much as possible.  But…he also couldn’t deny the fact that she was a Faey, and in her society, she was the one that would violently object to him fighting.  And in the fight to come, having just one more telepath would have a tremendous impact on the chances that they would succeed.  With Jyslin, that was four or five more people they could put into a forward unit, and what was more important, the one telepath among them that had extensive training in telepathic combat.

He’d have to think about it, but there was no doubt that even if Jyslin didn’t fight, just her presence was going to be a major boost.  She was a first-order telepath, far more skilled and better trained than Symone, and would be able to train the human telepaths much better.


“I think I’ll leave you to figure that out,” she chuckled.  “I’ll go make the rounds and tell everyone that it’s really alright that Jyslin’s here.  I think if it comes from me, it’s all but undeniable.”


“Yeah, you’re probably right.”


Jason returned to the little clinic that the two doctors had set up in the mansion just in time to see them finish up with Jyslin.  The compound they had lathered onto her ankle had set to become a flexible cast of sorts, which would support her ankle while still allowing it to move.  “Ah, Jason,” Rann said.  “We needed to talk to you.”

“Is everything okay?”


“Jyslin is fine,” Songa assured him as she held her hand out to Jyslin.  She took it, and the doctor helped her off the table and to her feet.  Jyslin tested the bandage around her bare foot by walking gingerly around.


“It doesn’t hurt at all,” she announced, turning around to face Jason.


“Just don’t push it, and I want you back down here tomorrow morning so I can see how you’re progressing,” Songa told her, then she looked back to Jason.  “And I want you here tomorrow morning as well.”


“Me?  What for?”


“We want to give everyone here an examination,” she answered.  “We need to make sure everyone is healthy and there’s no hidden illnesses.  With your permission, we’d like to draw up a schedule to get everyone in town examined within the next few days.  And since we’ve heard that you’re always quite busy, we wanted to get you first.”


“I’m not sure how well that’s going to go over,” Jason grunted.  “I haven’t even explained what’s going on to everyone yet.  I was going to do that today, with a town meeting.  I guess you can tell people that yourself during the meeting, when you introduce yourself.  We’ll see what kind of reaction you get.”

“That’s fine,” Rann said.


Meya appeared in the doorway across the room.  “Rann, Songa, Yohne is ready for one of you to relieve her,” she announced.

“I’ll go, love,” Songa said.  “You need to finish setting up the equipment.  You’re so much better at it than I am.”


“I noticed that earlier,” Jason said.


“I minored in plasmonics repair,” he said modestly.  “I thought it might save me some money on maintenance when I opened my practice if I could maintain my own equipment.”


“Smart.”


“It has proved to be handy,” he agreed.  “Songa minored in medieval literature.”


“Oh, rub it in some more, why don’t you,” she said to her husband with a teasing smile, then she scurried from the room.


Jason chuckled, as Meya came over to them.  “So, you’re Jyslin,” Meya said, looking at her.  “It’s nice to finally meet the legend in person.”


Jyslin laughed.  “Why do I get the feeling that Jason was ripping on me while we were separated?”


“Nah,” she snorted.


“Did you want to see me, Jayce?” Luke asked as he rushed into the room behind Meya.  He stopped dead and looked at her in surprise, then took a step to the side, but he kept glancing at her.  “Begging your pardon,” he said.  “Am I interrupting something?”


“You’re good, Luke,” Jason said.  “I want you to call everyone for a meeting, let’s make it in two hours.  Obviously, we have lots to talk about,” he said, glancing at Meya.  “I need you to make sure everyone knows about it.”


“Where are we holding it?”


“The old house chamber in the capitol,” he answered.


“I’ll take care of it, Jayce,” Luke told him, then he left.


“That’s one handsome man,” Meya remarked after he went, and she made sure to watch his every step.


“I wouldn’t go there right now, Meya,” Jason told her.  “Luke’s had some pretty bad things happen lately.  Give him some time and some space, so he can work through it.”


“A pity,” she sighed.


The assemblage in the house chamber two hours later was nervous and wary, with everyone chattering at everyone else while they waited.  They all kept looking at the Faey that had appeared since last night, giving hard looks at Jyslin, Meya, and Rann, and rumors of what was going on had been flying since last night.  Jason knew that he had to put things out as quickly as he could after hearing about some of what was going on, and besides, he knew that this was going to need some explanation anyway.  He climbed up the dais and into the series of desks and platforms where the old speaker of the state house and the secretaries had sat, picked up the old, dusty gavel, and banged it loudly on the desk before him to get everyone’s attention.


“Everyone settle down,” he called, and waited for it to quiet down.  “Now, I think it’s fairly obvious why we’re here.  Last night, we picked up a few, guests.”


“They’re Faey, not guests!” someone shouted in the back.


“Not all Faey are the enemy,” Jason shot back.  “Is that how you think of Symone?  As the enemy?”  He took a breath, and continued.  “One of them, I’m sure, most of you have heard of.  Her name is Jyslin, and she was my girlfriend back in the world, before I came here.  To make things short and sweet, she decided to leave her life on the outside and join me here.  That makes her an outlaw to the Faey, so I don’t think anyone here can say that she’s not here for the long haul.  She’s just like Symone, guys, she has nowhere else to go now.  I’m also pretty sure that Kate’s come around to most of you by now to explain a few things.  In case you missed her, let me explain it.  Kate is not my girlfriend.  She’s someone who’s here to help us push Trillane off Earth.  Think of her as an agent, or an spy.  She’s been living in my house and we’ve been using the live-in excuse so we can do some planning and such without anyone wondering why me and her are alone all the time, and so I can cover for her when she’s not here. I’m sure most of you have noticed that she’s not been around much the last couple of months.  All those times I was telling you she was sick, or asleep, or off doing something, she’s actually been out in the world gathering intelligence for us for when we start hitting Trillane, so we know when, where, and how to hit them without putting ourselves in too much danger.

“If you don’t believe me, then just talk to Kate after this meeting, and she’ll tell you so,” he called bluntly.  “As some of you might have pieced together, I’m very serious about this,” he said.  “I went out and got us a spy.  She’s already been invaluable to us in bringing in some information, and it’s thanks to her that we now know where we’re going to set up our permanent base.  She found it for us.


“But I’m getting off topic here,” he admitted.  “Just so you all know, me and Jyslin are now engaged.  I just wanted to explain to everyone here why Jyslin is suddenly living with me, and assure you I’m not two-timing Kate.”


There was a low rumble through the people as they whispered to each other about it, but Jason banged the gavel again.  “The other Faey are only here temporarily,” he called.  “One of them, the girl most of you have heard me call Kumi, was nearly killed by the same people we’re going to be fighting against.  Kumi is a Trillane noble, but don’t hold that against her.  She’s a good friend, and she’s been there for us when we needed help.  She was injured because she was helping us,” he stated bluntly, and paused to let that sink in.  “She was looking into things from inside Trillane for me, trying to find out who was doing the human slaving.  Believe me, she was majorly pissed when she heard about it, and she was trying to find out who it was and put a stop to it.  We’re not exactly sure what happened, but she must have got too close, and they tried to kill her.  I brought her here because we wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t for Kumi.  She’s the one that helped us buy the projectors, the supplies, almost everything we have.  If not for Kumi, we all would have died in Chesapeake,” he called commandingly, boring that point home.  “We owe her, and we owe her a lot.  And I won’t ever turn my back on someone who has helped us as much as she has when she’s the one that needs help.  Right now she’s a hunted woman, and the assassins that whoever tried to kill her hired are still trying to find her.  This is about the only place in the Imperium where those assassins can’t reach her and finish the job, and that’s why she’s here.  She needed a place to hide while she recovers from her wounds, and my door is always open to her.

“Just so everyone knows, I’ve already laid down the law to the Faey concerning their telepathy.  They’re going to obey the same rules that we do, and the biggest one is they are never allowed to eavesdrop on the thoughts of anyone else here.  If you think one of them has been invading your privacy, you come straight to me and tell me, and we’ll get to the bottom of it.  I’ve already told them that if they break that rule, even once, I’ll throw them out without even giving the one who brought them here a chance to come pick them up.  Does everyone understand that?”


There was a general rumble of acknowledgment from the group.

“Now, on to the final matter.  When Kumi is fully recovered, she’ll be taking the servants and guards that came here with her and leaving, except for two of them.  Two of the doctors that came with her heard that Doc Northwood passed, God rest his soul, and they’ve volunteered to stay with us to serve as doctors.  I know some of you aren’t too comfortable with this idea.  I’m not really much comfortable with it either.  To tell the truth, I had to be sold on it.  After all, this isn’t their fight, and they’re Faey.  But I’ve come to discover that these two doctors are pretty stubborn,” he said, looking right at Rann, who flushed and chuckled nervously.  “And I had to face a certain ugly truth.  With what’s coming, we’re going to need a competent doctor, and since Faey medical technology is way better than ours, it will just help that much more that we have Faey doctors who were trained in Faey medical technology.


“I know that it seems odd that I’d take in two strangers, and two Faey at that, but they’ll have to pass the same tests that everyone else did,” he told them honestly.  “Later today, Symone’s going to take them out and screen them, just like she did everyone else.  If she says they’re okay, then I’m going to let them stay.  If she doesn’t say they’re okay, they’ll stay only as long as Kumi’s here, then they’ll go.”


“But that’s not how we do things!” someone shouted.


“You’re right, this isn’t how we did things in Chesapeake,” Jason said calmly.  “But this isn’t Chesapeake.  We’re not a community of squatters anymore, we’re a band of resistance fighters.  Remember that.  Almost everyone in this room joined my rebellion.  Did you think it was going to be the same as Chesapeake, with us voting on what we were doing by majority?  I’m sorry to break it to you, but no.  The rebellion is going to be a military operation, and that means that we’re going to have to be a military.  We’re going to be out there fighting, people, and we can’t conduct a war by vote.  And since it’s my rebellion, that more or less makes me the commanding officer.  Does anyone have a problem with that?” he called in a strong voice.


There was silence.


“Good.  Things are going to be somewhat different now.  Since you’ve joined the resistance, that means that now you’re going to have to trust me to make some decisions without a group concensus, make decisions that I think are for the best, and the doctors are going to be one of those decisions.  We’re going to need them, and if I’m satisfied we can trust them, then they’re in.  It’s that simple.”  Rann motioned to him.  “Oh yeah, Doctor Rann, the male Faey right there,” he said, pointing, “is one of the two doctors that’s going to stay.  He’s come here with his wife, the other doctor, Songa.  That’s right, they’re husband and wife,” he called pointedly.  “So, think about that if you’re wondering if we can trust them.  They’ve both come here to set up a practice.

“Anyway, Doctors Rann and Songa have asked me to set up a schedule so they can examine everyone in town,” he called.  “They want to make sure we’re all in good health, you know, just a general checkup kind of…shit,” he grunted, which ellicited a few chuckles.  “I’m not going to make anyone show up for these checkups.  If you have issues with the docs, then don’t show up.  But I am asking that everyone try to get a checkup.  These two have put their necks on the line to come out here and serve us as doctors, so we may as well make use of the services they’re offering.


“Alright then, does anyone have any issues or questions that doesn’t involve bashing the Faey that are here?” Jason asked.


“Are you sure we can trust them?” someone called.


“Kumi, I trust with my life,” Jason answered.  “I trust the Faey that came with her because someone I trust even more than Kumi gave me her solemn word that none of the Faey that leave here will ever reveal who we are, where we are, or what we’re going to do.  I can’t offer any hard proof or anything, guys.  All I can say is trust me.  After all, it’s my neck I’m putting on the line just as much as yours, and I wouldn’t be risking that neck unless I was pretty sure of it.  Anything else?”


“If we’re going to be a military, who’s gonna be giving orders?  The Faey?”


“I’ll decide who’s going to be in charge of what after we’re all better trained, and I can see who’s best at doing the leading,” he said.  “Just so you know now, Jyslin will be training us in some things,” he told them.  “She was a Marine, and she has experience with combat training.  She’s going to be teaching us some of what she knows so we don’t look like the Three Stooges when we go on our first raid,” he remarked, which caused a few laughs.  “We haven’t talked about her fighting out there with us yet, cause I’m sure that’s going to be a fight,” he said, looking at her.  “I’m not too thrilled with the idea of having my wife out there being shot at, but Jys isn’t the kind of woman to just sit at home base.  I’m pretty sure we’re going to have a spectacular fight about it,” he said, looking at her.


“You’re right about that, love,” she answered loudly, which caused a great deal of chuckling.


“Anyway, any other questions?”


“How long are they gonna be here?  The ones that are gonna leave?”


“We’re not sure yet,” Rann called in perfect English before Jason could reply.  “Lady Kumi’s injuries were severe.  The Lady was nearly blown in half by the MPAC round that struck her in the back, and it was a miracle she survived the attack.  It took us nearly two days in surgery to put her back together,” he said grimly, then he took a deep breath and exhaled.  “She’ll be here for quite a few days, that’s for sure, but as of yet we have no definite idea of how long that will be.”

“Are we going to expand the power grid any further?”


Jason was a bit taken aback someone would ask a question that didn’t involve the Faey, so he had to think about that a second.  “Right now, not really,” he said.  “When the resistance fighters leave, there’s only gonna be, what, like twenty people left here?  The grid we’re leaving behind should be more than enough for you.”

“You’re not gonna just abandon us when you go, are you?” someone called.


“Hell no,” Jason stated immediately.  “We’ll make sure you guys are gonna be okay, and we’ll drop in from time to time to make sure you’re doing alright.  Besides, we might have to make use of some of this town for storage and whatnot, so we’re never gonna completely withdraw.  We’ll do our best to keep our war out of your hair, but since you already know what we’re gonna be into before we start it, then everyone who stays here after we leave has to accept that.  You’re going to be living in a town that the rebellion might use as a storage cache from time to time, and you’re going to have ties to the resistance.  If any of you have any problems with that, well, you know where the town line is.  I’m sorry to sound so heartless about it, but that’s the way it is.”


“How are things gonna work for those of us who stay?”


“The mayor and a city council you’ve already elected are going to run things,” he answered.  “Once we leave, you’ll be looking after your own affairs, but we’ll be there to lend a hand if you need it.  We won’t let the services we put in here break, and we won’t let you go hungry.  But we’ll also do our best to keep our distance so we don’t interfere too much.  Anything else?”


It was relatively quiet.


“Alright then.  We’re basicly done here.  Thanks for coming, and everyone have a good day.”

Everyone began to file out, talking with one another over what they’d learned, and what was now the first real impact on them that they were about to go to war.  Jason had basicly enacted what was to them to be martial law, usurping the old rules of Chesapeake, but from the sound of their chatter, it seemed to Jason that they were neither totally surprised nor overly worried.  There was some nervous talk about the Faey, but Jason was pretty sure that that would blow over once they got to know Jyslin and the doctors.  They accepted Symone because they knew Symone was one of them, and he felt that they’d feel the same way about the three new Faey once they realized that they were serious about being here.


“I think that went fairly well,” Meya remarked as Jason came down to where she, Jyslin, and Rann were standing.


“I hope so,” Jason said.  “I hate doing that.”


“Doing what?”


“Getting up there and bossing people around,” he said with a slight grimace.


Tom Jackson approached them quietly.  “I just wanted to introduce myself, ma’am,” he said to Jyslin.  “I’m Tom Jackson.”


“Well, it’s nice to meet you,” Jyslin said, shaking his offered hand.


“Tom’s our resident expert on civil engineering,” Jason told her.  “He worked in the Army Corps of Engineers before the subjugation.”


“I’m no expert,” he scoffed.  “Is your ankle going to be alright, ma’am?”


“According to the doctors, it’s going to be fine,” she said with a disarming smile.


Tom wandered off, but he started something of a trend.  More and more people came up and introduced themselves to Jyslin, and she accepted their greetings with her usual light manner, shaking hands, remarking on her foot, even chatting a little with a few people about Jason.  But others, he noticed, had stood up and walked straight out after the meeting ended.

He’d been right.  There was going to be some friction.


But that was something he was fairly sure would work itself out.  After people got to know Jyslin and the doctors, they’d lose much of their hostility.  It was the fact that they were unknown and they were Faey that was the issue, and that was something that could be fixed with time.  Jyslin and the doctors would be on good behavior during that time, he was pretty sure…or at least the doctors would be.  One of the townsfolk might get educated as to how willful Jyslin could be if he approached her the wrong way.

But, in a way, Jason felt like they were getting close to the beginning now.  Soon they would be starting the renovation of Cheyenne Mountain, Jason would have a dropship or two for the build team to convert for stealth, and the basic framework of his future army was starting to take shape.  Much as he hated to admit it, the addition of Rann and Songa filled a huge hole, and the unexpected arrival of Jyslin did give them someone who had experience in Faey tactics, and also someone who could train the human telepaths much better than Symone could.


And then there was the ideas.  In the last few days, Jason had had a few ideas for how to go about attacking Trillane’s cargo transport capability, ideas that were stock in trade for Jason; ideas that were rather simple in approach, utilized a minimum in supplies, yet operated in unorthodox ways.  Their main disadvantage was size, that there would be so few of them.  Well, Jason had had a few ideas about how his handful of people could maximize the damage they could do.


After all, they didn’t have to actually be there to deal out damage.  They could, say, just leave something behind that would do the damage for them.


Mines.


One rebel with a gun could bring down one Stick.  One rebel seeding an area with a high density of overhead traffic with mines could close down a shipping route.  And the mines that Jason had in mind weren’t mines in the conventional sense.  He already knew how he could design them so they would lay dormant until activated by the passing of a vehicle using gravometric propulsion, and then it would activate, attach itself to that engine-carrying device, and then detonate.  It, like some of his other inventions, had already been thought of first by someone in the Imperium, but the idea had either fallen into disuse or was deemed technologically obsolete.  His rail gun was based on a design he’d found in the Ministry of Technology, for example, just modified in a way that no one had ever bothered to try.


The mine didn’t have to explode, though.  A variant of that idea was to create “hacker mines,” mines that would attach to Sticks, connect to its onboard computer, and then try to take it over.  Once it gained control, it could crash the Stick by hijacking its controls.  TEL programming wasn’t really Jason’s forte, however.  Steve had been much better at it than him, so he wasn’t sure how well he could write a program that would try to do that.

And if he didn’t feel like killing the crew of the Stick, he could fall back on something he’d already used, outfitting a mine with a hypersonic device that would virtually incapacitate the Stick’s crew, using the Stick’s fuselage as a speaker to conduct the sound.


The Pigeon was his other idea.  Just as the mines would attack from below, the Pigeon would attack from above.  It would be a very small device, basicly a flying gun, that would be lurking at extreme altitudes.  It would be armed with a weapon that the Faey considered to be obsolete, something he could buy in bulk on Civnet…ion cannons.

Ion cannons weren’t used anymore because Neutronium armor made them basicly useless as damaging weapons, but ion cannons had a unique aspect that made them dangerous to the Faey’s plasma-based technology..the ion burst the cannons used as a projectile could interfere with plasma magnets and plasma conduits that weren’t properly shielded.  “Properly shielded” basicly covered any and all military-application vehicle and equipment, part and parcel with their armor scheme, but Sticks were not shielded in the manner necessary to defend them against the ionization effect of an ion cannon.  A single blast from an ion cannon wouldn’t so much as scorch the fuselage of a Stick, but the ion storm would disrupt plasma flow in its power systems, which included its engines…and make it basicly drop like a rock.  He could buy ion cannons cheaply, fit them with cheap drive units that would basicly just make them hold their altitude, and then program to fire at anything with a gravometric signature beneath them.  He figured it’d take the Faey about half an hour to find the cannon and destroy it once it started shooting, but in that time it could easily bring down five or six Sticks.  And him replacing a C500 gun was a lot cheaper and easier than them replacing a C75,000 Stick.


That idea would also work for the mines, if he could find a way to make a device about the size of his fist generate enough of an ion storm to affect a Stick’s power system.


The ion cannons were Jason’s first choice for those people who would be out there killing Sticks, since they didn’t have to dish out enough damage to force it down if they used an ion cannon.  All they had to do was hit the Stick, and the ion storm would do the work for them.


They weren’t the best of ideas, but he was sure that with a little time, he’d find a way to make either one of those ideas or some idea that hadn’t come to him yet work.  One thing was for sure, though; in this war, he was going to have to be very, very creative if he wanted even a snowball’s chance in hell of pulling it off.  He was going to have to think outside the box, think in ways the Faey either didn’t, wouldn’t, or couldn’t, pull out the really weird shit and hit them with things they’d never seen before, keep them constantly off guard.  If he could stay one step ahead of Trillane as they scrambled to defend their Stick fleet, then he had a good chance of pulling it off.


Damaging Trillane’s ability to move food was his best hope of winning, but he couldn’t go overboard and cripple the export ability of Earth, or the Empress would intervene.  So, to counter that, he figured that it would be best to limit his actions to one continent, North America.  If they could take an entire continent out of the production cycle (which was admittedly a nearly impossible goal to attain), then the food would still be getting to the Imperium, but Trillane would be losing money hand over fist as they struggled to replace the equipment and foodstocks that Jason’s rebellion either captured or destroyed, so much money that the farming industry on the other continents wouldn’t recoup the losses.  Those tactics, coupled with selective raids and strikes on military or strategic facilities to further damage Trillane, would give him an effective bargaining chip to use when it came time to bring the Empress into the equation and demand Trillane’s ejection from Earth.


But that was in the future.  For right now, he had some peace to hammer out among some of his people because of the arrival of the Faey in Charleston.  That wasn’t going to be all that hard, but it was going to bite into his already crammed schedule.  He didn’t have the time to babysit people right now, not when he had all these people to train in piloting, and they had more work to do around Charleston before they could go, and all the plans he had to make concerning Cheyenne Mountain and their upcoming war.


He just needed a few more hours in a day, he supposed.  Like, maybe, twenty.
