Chapter 17


Vesta, 30 Miraa, 4395 Orthodox Calendar



Monday, 12 October, 2008, Native Regional Reckoning



Dracora Medical Annex (Faey Medical Service sovereign territory), Dracora, Draconis

It was like waking up from a nightmare, and realizing that the nightmare was reality.


The first thing he was aware of was a twinging pain in his right arm.  It was dull and throbbing, and it was the first indicator that something was terribly, terribly wrong.  He was in a place with cool, sweet air fillig his nose, with warm sheets tucking him into a comfortable bed, and an odd rushing sound that was rhythmic and strangely soothing, like waves crashing on a beach .


It was not his bed.  This was not home.


Before opening his eyes, he went over the last thing he remembered.  They were in…a library.  Yes, a library.  He remembered it, with its dark, old bookshelves and the antique table.  Rann was there, and Songa.  And Meya, wearing her armor.  They were researching through old books, while waiting for their noon appointment with Seamus MacGregor.


A revelation.  Jason and the other human telepaths were descended from the Faey; the Faey were actually the Faerie Folk from Scottish folklore.  He remembered that, the shock of it, quite clearly.  It confirmed Rann’s theory that Jason was descended from the Karinne bloodline, because of the disease that affected him.


Then…what happened next?  He couldn’t remember.  He made a phone call, and then…nothing.  Here he was, wherever here was.  He supposed that maybe opening his eyes and looking around might help with that.


He was in a hospital room, but it wasn’t like any hospital room he’d ever seen before.  It was a large, warmly decorated room with soft red tiles on the floor, corded cloth fiber covering the walls, the color of wheat, with paintings hanging on the walls.  One was a strange nebular swirl, the other was a painting of a blue-skinned woman wearing an archaic, flowing robe with one sleeve longer than the other, kneeling down and holding her arms out to a blue-skinned toddler, about to embrace the child.  There was a padded chair sitting by his bed, and a table in the corner, by an open window that showed a blue sky.  The wall behind him was the only indication that he was in a hospital, for a glance up showed a wall of panel monitors and indicators, and wires came out of that wall and over him, over his bed.


Distantly, he realized that this wasn’t the infirmary in the mountain.  This was a Faey hospital.


He’d been captured.


He tried to sit up, but he felt weak, unable to command his muscles.  He tried to push on the bed with his hands, but he couldn’t.  One of his hands was resting on his chest, refusing his commands to move, but his right arm was held straight on the side of the bed, secured to a metal frame, and his arm from the elbow down was covered in some kind of plascrete sheath.  The arm above that sheath was swathed in bandages, and he had bandages across his chest that he could see as well, under his resting left hand.  That was where most of the pain he was feeling was coming from, from that arm.  Had he broken his arm?  What happened?  What had gone so terribly wrong?


Well, it was over.  That was clear enough.  Something had happened, something he couldn’t remember, but it had ended with his capture.  He was a prisoner of the Faey now.  Clearly he hadn’t gone down without a fight, so now they were putting him back together.  He guessed Trillane wanted him healthy and whole before they marched him in front of a firing squad.


What had happened, though?  Did Rann and Songa make it alright?  They were doctors, they didn’t really know that much about fighting.  Meya had probably been the biggest hitter in whatever fight they’d had.  She was wearing her armor, and she was highly trained and a very strong telepath.  She would give any attackers fits.

It was maddening, not knowing.  What had happened?  Were the others alright?  Did Jyslin know he was a prisoner, or did she think he was dead?  Or did she even know?  He had to get in touch with her, he had to tell her he was alive.

He had to get out of this damn bed…but he couldn’t move.  It was like he was paralyzed.


Well his body wasn’t working, but his mind was clear enough.  He reached out the way Jyslin had taught him and assensed the area around him.  He sensed hundreds of guarded minds, Faey minds, and sweeping out more he found thousands more.  Thousands and thousands.  There were other minds out there too, unguarded ones, but they were mostly Makati.


He wasn’t on Earth!


Oh shit!  They’d taken him off Earth!  He was on a Faey-controlled planet!


That was going to make getting back home just a bit more difficult.


The door opened, and a young woman entered wearing a red longcoat over a red jumpsuit of sorts.  She had white-blond hair done up in a topknot, and she had light gray eyes, almost like Jyslin’s.  She had a handpanel in her hands, and was looking at it as she came through the door.  She looked at him, and then gave him a bright smile.  “I see you’re awake,” she said in perfect English.  “I would ask you how you feel, but you can’t talk at the moment, honey.  We have you on a paralytic agent right now, that vastly reduces your ability to move.  Opening your eyes and maybe tilting your head a little is going to be all you’re capable of for a while yet.  So, if you’re worried about not being able to move, that’s why.”


She came over and sat on a stool by the bed that he hadn’t seen from his vantage point.  “Now, I’ve been warned about you, honey.  They told me that you have talent, but I’m not so sure I believe that.  So, I’m going to put my hand over yours and establish enough of a connection with you so I can hear you.  If you have any questions, just think them, alright?“


She put her hand over his.  He felt her touch distinctly, and felt her mind hovering at the edges of his consciousness…but it did not try to breach his border of self.  It instead touched on the edge of his self, putting a mental hand on the wall that protected his mind.  This should be a little easier for you to comprehend, and I should understand you better, she sent, her mental voice very soft, very gentle, and the sense of the emotion behind her words were that of sincere concern for him.  Now, how do you feel?  Just think what you want me to hear, but you have to think “loudly,” hon.  I won’t hear it unless you make an effort to have me hear you.

He decided to play the game.  If they didn’t believe he had talent, then that was just a weapon he could use when it came time to escape.  Weak.  Confused.  I can’t remember what happened.


You suffered head trauma, honey, she told him.  A common complication of head trauma is a loss of short-term memory, which usually includes the traumatic event and often time leading up to it.  You suffered a major concussion, and had severe burns over thirty percent of your body.  You also lost your right arm, but we’re taking care of that right now.  That device on your arm is reconstructing it right now, starting by synthesizing bone to replace the skeletal structure.  That’s why we have you on the paralytic agent. It’s critical right now that you don’t move.  Once it’s done, you’ll be in a flex-cast while your body regenerates the muscle tissue and skin, then after some physical therapy, you’ll be doing handstands again in no time.


There were others with me.  What happened to them?

She sighed. I won’t pretend it’s good news, honey.  Lieutenant Rann Berylle is in grave condition.  We’re not sure he’s going to make it.  He was in cardiac arrest for nearly six minutes before they started revival procedures, and that’s in the danger zone.  But it’s not totally hopeless.  We’ve recovered patients after a longer arrest period, who went on to full recovery.  Ensign Songa Berylle is recovering in the room down the hall.  She suffered injuries almost similar to yours, a severe head trauma and the loss of a hand.  Meya Arenne is doing fine.  She had a cybernetic eye implanted to replace her lost one, and she’s already on physical rehabilitation and cybernetic assimilation training.  She’ll be released in a few days, as soon as we’re sure her eye is going to function properly.  She’ll have to undergo cybernetic assimilation training for a few months so she can get the full use out of her new prosthetic, but she’ll be just fine.

Cybernetic?  Why not regrow it?


Growing an eye takes months, honey, because of the exacting precision involved.  It’s usually faster and easier to give the patient a cybernetic eye.  Some patients do have a cloned eye implanted once it’s ready, but most patients get used to the cybernetic eye and decide to keep it, because a cybernetic eye sees much better than an organic one.  It’s entirely personal.

What happened?  How did we get injured?


Oh, yes, I should have explained that.  Well, honey, from what we were told, your car was struck by an orbital bombardment.  As to why you were in that car, that I don’t know.  I can only tell you what I was told.  And before you ask, right now you’re in the Medical Annex on Dracora.  This is the headquarters of the Faey Medical Service, and the best hospital in the Imperium, she sent with pride vibrating through her thought.  You will receive the best care we can possibly give you, honey.  Your life is safe in our hands.  We will treat you well.


And then hand me over to Trillane, he growled.


No.  Trillane is trying to get their hands on you, honey, I won’t deny that, but right now you are the, ah, guest of the Imperial Ministry of Research and Development, which means you’re under Imperial protection.  They have legal custody of you right now, with some woman named Myleena Merrane having direct responsibility for you.  If Trillane wants you, they have to wrangle with Imperial JAG to get you.  I don’t know if they have the ovaries for that.


I, I don’t understand.  What does that mean?


It means that what happens to you after you leave this hospital is up to the Imperial government, she answered.  They could give in to Trillane’s demands and extradite you, but I don’t think that’s going to happen.  You’re a very special Terran, Jason Fox.  It would be a crime to see that lost.


So, I’m a prisoner.


In a manner of speaking, I guess you are.  But know this, Jason.  Inside this annex, you stand on sovereign ground, and the Medical Service answers to no one.  This is neutral ground, and we do not tolerate petty squabbles and bickering over our patients.  In this place, there are no sides, there is only the needy.  Your legal status outside these walls does not matter in here.  Right now, you are in our custody, and who you are or what you’ve done doesn’t mean anything to us.  Do you understand?

I, I guess I do.


I know it’s hard to relax with everything I’m sure is going through your mind, but at least try.  For the moment, know that you are safe, and you will receive the best care that we can give you.  You’ll find none better anywhere in the Imperium.  She patted his hand.  Now, I’m going to order a light sedative so you can sleep.  It would be boring laying there with nothing to do and no way to move.  It would be better if you just sleep through it.  When you wake up, you’ll be off the paralytic agent, and you’ll be able to move around.  You’ll have a vidlink avialable to you when you’re awake, and you’ll be allowed visitors.


Nobody’s gonna visit me I want to see, he grunted mentally.


I think that your two friends would like to see you, and they’ll be allowed to when you wake up, she sent with a wink.  Over your head on the top left corner of the headboard there’s a big red button.  If you press it, it alerts the nurse station you need something.  So, if you need anything, just press the button and a nurse will attend you.  Understood?

I understand.


Very good.  I must say, I’m happy I got to meet you, Jason Fox.  And I’m honored I get to be one of the doctors on your recovery team.  But you can thank me properly after you’re healthy, she sent with a not-entirely appropriate tilt to her sending, a flirtatious invitation.  But for right now, sleep is on your treatment schedule.  Have a good rest, and I’ll check in on you later.

She pulled up her little handpanel and tapped on it with her finger, and Jason immediately started feeling drowsy.  Did she have control over drud administration by remote control, using that little panel?  He wondered, but he started feeling very light-headed…even a little euphoric.


Sweet dreams, her thought touched him just before he slipped into a deep, restful sleep.


He didn’t really feel any better when he woke up, but at least he could move again.

It was daytime when he woke up, and before he realized where he was, he tried to scrub his face with his hands…and saw the big plastic sheath over his lower right arm.  That was a quick and brutal reminder of the predicament he was in.


He found that he could think more clearly now, and he had no headache, just the dull pain in his arm.  He was still connected to wires that ran to that sheath on his arm, but the sheath itself was no longer attached to the bedrail to prevent movement.  And since he could move again, that meant he wanted out of this bed.  He had to look around.  Already, he was considering how he was going to get out of this hospital and back to Earth, and knowing the layout of this hospital would be important.

Getting out of here wouldn’t be easy.  He had no doubt that cameras were watching him, and guards were watching him.  He would have to outsmart the guards, fool the surveillance, and try to find some way to reach a ship.  But this wasn’t home.  This was Draconis, and here, a human was going to stand out like a pile of coal in a ballroom.  The first step was going to be observation.  He had to look around, come to understand how this hospital worked, and learn the layout.  Then he’d have to work out some way to get himself and the others off this planet and back to Earth.  If they got that far, then they’d have to make their way back to the mountain.  It wasn’t going to be easy at all.  This would be even harder than breaking out of a prison.

The door opened—they must be watching him all the time!—and a Faey entered.  But instead of steeling himself for an interview or a doctor’s examination, he instead smiled brightly when Meya, wearing a simple white hospital jumpsuit, padded into the room in her little white slippers.  “They said I could come see you!” she told him, rushing over and embracing him tightly.  He hugged her as best as he could with one arm, then pushed her out to look at her.  Her right eye was clearly cybernetic.  It looked something like a real eye, but there was a fakeness about it that made it apparent…and the color of the synthetic iris didn’t exactly match the color of her remaining eye.  There was a faint scar above and below that fake eye.  He reached up with his left hand and touched her face, concern and chagrin all over his face.  “It’s not that bad,” she told him, putting her hand over his own.  “I’m getting used to the new eye.  Who knows, I might keep it,” she smiled.

“I’m so sorry, Meya,” he began, but she put her hand over his mouth.


“We knew what we were getting into when we came with you, Jason,” she told him.


“I didn’t get you very far,” he sighed.


“I beg to differ,” she countered.  “We’re not dead yet, Jason.  I applied to Merrane for asylum, and they’re looking it over.  I’m a commoner caught up in a spat between two nobles, so I can use an old law to seek protection from the ruling house.  If they grant me asylum, Trillane can’t touch me.  Songa and Rann, well, they’re doctors.  Nobody can touch them, no matter what.  You are who I’m worried about.  I’ve already had a visit from Myleena Merrane,” she grunted.  “That was fun.  But at least she’s keeping those dogs from Trillane out of the hospital.”

“She is?”


Meya nodded.  “We’re in a secured wing, hon.  There’s already a broiling fight in the Palace over you, so the Medical Service took some precautions.”


“Fight over what?”


“Over who gets you,” she answered.  “Trillane wants your head, but it seems the Imperial government has other ideas.”

“Well, they can bloody well get over that idea,” Jason snorted.


“It’s more than that.  Right now, you’d better be kissing Myleena’s feet, because she’s keeping the mindbenders out of here too.  She won’t let anyone anywhere near you except the doctors.”


“You bet your ass I won’t,” came her voice from the doorway.  Jason looked at her, and finally, in person, saw Myleena Merrane.  She was tall and elegant, much taller than he thought, wearing a Class A uniform with her ribbons and her gold tassel, holding a hat in her hands.  He looked at her, and he got a strange shiver up his spine, a shiver that made him gasp.


She was a Kimdori!


“Miaari?” Jason asked curiously.


“No, Myleena,” she answered bluntly.  She looked out the door and made a slashing motion with her hand, then closed the door.  “I had them turn off the cameras in here babe, cause we gotta talk.  And I don’t think this is something I want someone to overhear.  You, out,” she said, looking at Meya.


“We’ll talk later, Jason,” she told him, kissing him on the cheek, then she got up and quickly scurried out.


She came over and sat down on the stool, throwing her hat casually on the bed.  “So, you are working with the Kimdori,” she grunted.  “If I remember my intelligence right, Miaari is a Kimdori consul who has a personal relationship with a Trillane, that little one that vanished.  So, my question to you, Jason Fox, is what are you?”


“Huh?” he asked in surprise.


“You feel like a Kimdori.  I can sense them, you know.  It’s a little trick.  You have the same sense as a Kimdori to me.  But Kimdori don’t bleed,” she told him.  “So you are not a Kimdori.  So, Jason Fox, what in Trelle’s name are you?  Because you’re no human.”

Few can sense my gift, and it is this that aspect of you that will lead you to your sister, Miaari had told him, and he recalled the other things she’d said about this woman.  You’ll find your sister behind you, wielding your sword, helping you find your way.  Don’t mistake the sword in her hands as being held against you.  She will not strike you down with it.

No!  Myleena?  Miaari had been talking about Myleena?  No fucking way!


He gaped at her for a long moment, trying to understand.  Miaari knew about Myleena Merrane, and she’d known that they’d send her to chase him down.  She’d prepared him for this!  But if she wouldn’t raise his sword against him, did that mean she would help him?  Did that mean that he should tell her the truth?  Would she really stand behind him and help him find his way, or was that just a metaphor for something else?


Damn Kimdori.  Why couldn’t they just say what they meant?


Well, he didn’t have many options here, and he did trust Miaari.  She told him that his sister would help him find his way.  Well, Myleena was that sister, so that meant that he had to invest just a little bit of trust in her, and just have faith that his trust in Miaari wasn’t misplaced.


One thing jumped out immediately at him.  If both he and Myleena could sense Kimdori, and Miaari called her his sister, and Songa said that some Karinnes married into other houses…then the ability to sense Kimdori had to be a specific trait of the Karinne family line.  Myleena had to be a descendent of one of those Karinne nobles.


But the bigger question is…if Karinnes could sense Kimdori, why did Karinnes also have that same sense of presence?  Miaari had sensed him right off, because he felt like a Kimdori to her.  How did that tie in with it?  What was the connection between the Kimdori and the long-dead House of Karinne?


There had to be one.

Myleena stared into his eyes as they swam in confusion, then she watched them harden with resolve and become lucid as a plan of action formed behind them.  If she was going to help him find his way, he’d better find a way to make her want to do it.  Despite being the sister Miaari told him about, she was still a Merrane, and helping him would go against her house.  If he wanted her help, he was going to have to lead her into it.  Just coming out and blurting things wasn’t going to work.

He knew Faey.  He knew how they thought, how they worked.  He had enough experience with Jyslin, Symone, Kumi’s group, and the doctors to know how to approach this problem.  This was a Faey female, but more than that, this was an engineer, and being both, she was a woman who had a near-weakness for the concept of a mystery to solve, for something to fix.  He would have to lure her into helping him


“I’m human enough,” he told her evenly, holding up his injured right arm.

“Be that as it may, that doesn’t answer the question,” she said, very seriously.  He’d never seen her this serious in all the phone calls they’d shared.


“You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.”


“Try me.”


“And spend the next two hours arguing over it?  No thanks, I don’t feel up to that.  I have better things to do.”


That incited an act he never thought would happen.  Angrily, she reached out with both hands and grabbed his face.  Her touch was not gentle.  That touch amplified her telepathic ability, and to Jason’s shock, it was awesome.  This woman was stronger than Jyslin!  He tried to raise the defense that Jyslin taught him, but she was so fast, she shattered his outer walls of self and drove a spear of her own self straight through him.  In a heartbeat, she had complete access to every part of his mind, but instead of raking her fingers through every part of him, taking the prize of his darkest secrets, she instead searched out the answer to that question, a question that, he realized, had been consuming her in obsession so severely that she was willing to risk infuriating him by attacking him telepathically to get the answer she so craved.

And she got it.  She sifted through his memory of his revelation, digesting that discovery quickly, then touched on his association with the Kimdori and picked through his memories of Kiaari and Miaari and the conversations they’d had concerning the subject.


She gasped audibly.  Her eyes widened, and she took her hands off him like he was a live snake.  No! she sent in shock.  It can’t be true!


I told you you wouldn’t believe me, he sent privately to her, a bit indignantly.  There was no call for that!


I…I’m sorry.  But it can’t be true!  That you—you’re Faey!


I’m not Faey.  I just have a Faey ancestor, he told her.  And if Miaari was right, mine is the same as one of yours.

I…I don’t know, she sent in confusion, putting her hands on the sheath over his arm.  I could look through our historical tree, I guess.  But I don’t see how.  This is unbelievable!


That was my reaction too, he sent.  Now, if you don’t mind, you can go now.  I’m really angry right now.

She grimaced.  I shouldn’t have done that.  I’m sorry.  She frowned, then reached out and put her hand on his face once more.  He was about to slap her hand away, but instead of attacking him, he felt her lower all of her defenses through that touch.  She opened her mind completely to him, surrendering to him anything he wished to take, an act of contrition for taking what he had not offered freely.

He grabbed her hand and pushed it aside, breaking that communion.  “No,” he declared.  “Just go.”


She gave him a stricken look, then nodded silently.  “I’ll come back tomorrow, because we really have to talk, alright?  And I promise never to do that again.”


“I should calm down by then,” he informed her.


She nodded, stood up, and filed out.  Meya, who had obviously been standing outside, came in after she left, watching her go from the doorway, then sat on the stool.  What happened?


I wouldn’t give her the answer she wanted, so she took it.

Meya gasped.  She attacked you?


In a manner of speaking, Jason bristled, his indignance bleeding through his sending.  I’m not quite sure what to do now.  I need to get out of here, to escape.  Miaari told me that Myleena would help me, but now I don’t know if that’ll happen.


How would she know that?

Jason glanced at her.  Remember when you brought Miaari to Chesapeake, when she brought me those IDs?  Remember what she said, about my sister holding my sword?  Meya nodded.  She was talking about Myleena.  She knew that they’d send her to deal with me, somehow.  Meya, Miaari knew that Myleena’s related to me.

She is?


She must be one of the descendents of one of those Karinnes that married into other houses that Songa talked about, he explained.  Miaari told me how I’d know her, and I knew it the instant I saw her face to face.  Myleena is the sister.  Miaari said she would help me, but I’m not sure if she really will.  She seemed absolutely shocked to find out.  That’s what she took from me.  I wouldn’t tell her why I—why she got a peculiar feeling when she looked at me, the same one I get when I look at her.  When I refused to answer, she took it.


You can tell just by looking at her?


He nodded.  Miaari told me what it would feel like.  I, I guess the Karinnes could sense each other, because Myleena feels much different to me than any other Faey.

Well, I don’t know about that kinda historical shit.  I never paid much attention to my history when I was in school.


Well, this might be a good time for me to start reading about the Third Civil War, Jason sent with an audible grunt.  I won’t have anything else to do for a while.  I fully intend to escape from here, but there’s nothing I can do until this is fixed.   He held up his sheathed right arm, where the device sealed to his arm worked to regenerate the part of his arm he’d lost in the attack.  Whether Myleena helps me or not, I’m going back.  I’m going home.


Well Jayce, if you need help, I’m in, she told him.  I was going to apply for asylum, but you’re right.  We have unfinished business back on Terra.

The door slid open again, and a jumpsuit-clad Songa stood in the doorway, her right arm sheathed in a similar unit to the one on his own.  She looked at the two of them, the burst into tears and ran into the room.  She collapsed on the bed, her arms clutching at Jason’s neck, crying uncontrollably.  “Songa?” Jason said in surprise.


Rann is dead! she sent with emotionally charged power, a sending they probably heard miles away.


Jason closed his eyes and felt the burning well up in his nose immediately.  He gathered Songa up into his good arm and cradled her, Meya put her hand gently on Songa’s shoulder, sharing in her mourning as they grieved for the loss of a husband and good friend.


If there was any one good thing that came about from the passing of Rann, it was that Songa did not blame him for his death.  And it bought them precious time.

She became his virtual roommate after that, as she and Meya spent their every waking hour in his room, seeking solace from her grief in the presence of her friends.  For several days after his passing, she would fall into bouts of severe weeping and episodes of almost psychotic depression, and was highly emotional and moody.  Jason and Meya consoled her as best they could, but it was very, very hard on her.  Faey married for life; there was no concept of divorce in Faey society except in the noble ranks.  The pair bond of a Faey couple was intense, powerful, telepathically reinforced.  The death of a spouse was a severe blow to a Faey, much, much more so than it would be for a human.  The bonds of love between a human husband and wife were a pale shadow of the bond that formed between telepathic mates.  Jason read after Rann’s death that suicide was a common occurrence for a widowed spouse, and often they simply wasted away from grief and died.

They would not let either of those become Songa’s fate.  Jason and Meya worked together to keep her mind active, keep her challenged, allow her to express her grief for Rann but not allow it to consume her.  Sometimes it took humor, sometimes it took comfort, sometimes it took understanding, and more than once it literally required a slap on the face to snap her out of a self-destructive obssessive line of thought.


Because of the delicate nature of Songa’s condition, and much to Jason’s surprise, Myleena did not press any of her urgent issues.  Everyone backed off, even the other doctors, and allowed Jason and Meya to help Songa through her time of bereavement.


After nearly two weeks, when they’d replaced the unit on Jason’s arm and let him get a look at a rather grisly sight of new bone and thin reeds of blood vessels and ligaments around them, awaiting the covering of flesh and skin, the outside world had decided that it had been long enough to start again.  Songa was still touchy and had bouts of depression, but both Jason and Meya felt that the worst was over.  She could say Rann’s name without breaking down now.  It may take her months, or even years, to fully move past the trauma of it, but at least now she wasn’t suicidal, and was taking interest in the life around her once again.


But things wouldn’t stay on hold forever because of Songa, and the appearance of Myleena Merrane in his doorway one morning, as Songa sat by his bed watching the vidlink and Meya braided her hair, told him that reality was back in his life.  He looked at her and felt that same shiver go up his spine, and she filed in and stood by the door until it closed.  Songa glared a little at her, and Meya just gave her a cool look.


“Such an unfriendly welcome,” she said with a slight smile, but it was not Myleena’s voice.  It was Miaari!


“Miaari!” Jason gasped, jumping out of bed as she walked up to him.  He met her halfway, putting his hand and sheathed arm out to touch her as she reached her hand out to place on his neck.  He felt that moment of expansion, when Miaari used her ability to merge her mind with his own, and he felt very little from her side of that union.  “I didn’t think you’d come!”


“I had to wait for things to calm down, that is all,” she explained, placing her hand on his neck in ritual Kimdori greeting.  He couldn’t resist putting his hand on the side of her neck in reply.  She smiled at him, then leaned over and kissed him on the cheek.  “You look better now, my friend.  Is your arm healing well?”


“They say two more weeks,” he answered, holding the sheath up for her to see.  “Can you get a message—“


“I already have,” she told him, urging him to sit down.  He did so on the edge of his bed, and she sat beside him.  “I don’t have much time before the real Myleena gets here, so listen carefully.  Kiaari has told the others what happened.  They have decided to carry on in your stead, Jason.  Jyslin misses you and wishes to be with you, but she has taken over as the main engineer of your devices and continues to make life hell for Trillane.  Your capture has created what you might call a general state of war on Earth.  Your allies have not taken kindly to your capture, and they are producing devices that attack Trillane at a truly staggering rate.  They have even left the safety of the mountain and conducted armed raids on Trillane military holdings, raiding for weapons and supplies.  Trillane is retaliating against the lay citizenry in response, and things are starting to escalate.  Trillane is also furious with the Empress right now.  After your capture, she withdrew her Black Ops team from Terra and has left them to deal with your compatriots alone.  She refuses to send any additional help.  They have also demanded your release to Trillane to answer for your sedition, but their pleas rattle against a closed door in the Imperial Palace.  The Empress will not even call Grand Duchess Trillane to court.  She has made it clear that you were her only interest there, and without them there to try to counter your rebellion, they are running roughshod all over Trillane shipping.  Your rebellion is costing Trillane a fortune.”

“I’m glad they’re not going crazy with worry.”


“They are, Jason, but by devoting herself to standing in your shadow and carrying on your vision, Jyslin seeks to lose herself both in her work and in your goal.  Kiaari told me that she carries around a picture that broadcasted on INN of your burned-out car, and every time she gets tired, she looks at it and then goes back to work.”


“My poor baby,” Jason sighed.  “I wish I could talk to her.”


“That would not be advisable, Jason.  But be patient.”


“Miaari, Myleena—“


“Yes, you have met her,” she said simply.


“But she took it really hard.  She might not help—“


“Let that flow of its own accord, Jason.  There is no need to push at what will move on its own in time.  Trust me.”


“Alright.”


She put her hand on his shoulder.  “So, now you know what I wanted you to know.  Well done, Jason.”


“But what does it mean, Miaari?  There’s more to it, there just has to be.”


“That is the point, Jason. There is more to it.  With the help of your sister, you can find the answer you seek.  Learning what I hoped you would learn was only a stepping stone across a stream.”


“What did you want him to know?” Songa asked.


“It is a secret I still cannot speak of openly, child,” she answered evenly.  “Even when speaking it to those who already know.  A secret unspoken remains a secret.  It is the Kimdori way.”  She shifted her hand back onto his neck and shared with him a time seventeen days from today, and a place, an old vacant warehouse about 17 kathra from the Medical Annex, and a detailed memory of the city of Dracora.  It was like he’d lived here all his life; he knew every back street, every alley, every walkway, and he knew he could walk from Lusten Beach all the way to Myrai Heights with a blindfold on.  She also shared with him a thought, an instruction:  be at this place at that time.  We cannot interfere, but we can ensure you have a way out.  I will make the necessary arrangements, but getting to that place, at that time, is your responsibility.  Do you understand?

He nodded, and the face of Myleena smiled at him.  “I am out of time, my friend.  Be well, and take care.  Oh, yes.  Perhaps you should consider one thing, Jason.”

“What?”


“An interview.”


“A what?”


“An interview,” she repeated.  “The citizens of the Imperium know your name, but perhaps it is the best interest of the rebellion if they see your face, and hear the words from your own mouth.  Perhaps it is time for the rest of the Imperium to hear about what happened to friend Kumi, an attack Trillane has managed to keep very quiet.  Remember, the game you play with Trillane is as much status and position as it is financial.  Put enough pressure on Trillane brought about by the rest of the Imperium concerning their actions on Terra, and they might bend.”


“Are, are you sure that would work?”


“I wouldn’t hurt,” she shrugged.  “In your position, my friend, seeking any advantage would behoove you.  Your situation is not favorable at this moment, is it?” she asked, pointedly looking around the room to remind him where he was.  “You have no restrictions in this place, Jason.  Don’t forget, this is sovereign ground of the Medical Service, and they do not tolerate outside interference, even from the Empress.  You, like any other patient, have every right to call others from your vidlink.  You can call whoever you please, so long as you understand that more than you and the one you talk to will be listening, and whoever you call can be traced.”

“I understand,” Jason said, nodding to her unspoken warning:  do not call anyone you don’t want found.


Miaari walked to the door and opened it with a touch of a button.  “I will see you again shortly,” she said, then walked out and closed it without a word.


What was that about? Meya sent tightly, so only Jason and Songa would hear.


She had me touch her mind, Jason sent, a bit evasively.  She gave me a location and a time.  If we’re there at that time, we have a way off Draconis.  All we have to do is get there.  She warned me that getting there is our problem.  They won’t help.


How lovely, Meya sent darkly.


Despite Miaari’s statement that Myleena would come around on her own, he didn’t see a whiff of her for three days after Miaari’s visit.  But that was a welcome respite, for it gave Jason time to think things over, consider how he was going to handle getting away, and also ponder the question that was nagging at him since Miaari’s visit.


How were the Karinnes and the Kimdori connected?


It was a bothersome question, because the Kimdori defined secretive.  There was so little information about them on Civnet, it wasn’t funny.  About the only information one could find about the Kimdori was that their homeworld was near the center of the galaxy, in a star cluster that was virtually uninhabitable by any other species due to intense radiation…yet the Kimdori thrived there, as well as other life that existed in the system.  Kimdori were immune to radiation.  There was mention that they were shapeshifters and that they had a pack mentality that caused them to organize into cells of family groups, but that was about it.  No information about their society, their history, their culture.


That was a no-go, but there was plenty of information about Karinne.  It seemed that the foundation of modern Faey technology was directly traced back to the House Karinne, and there was something of an intergalactic incident when House Merrane destroyed House Karinne at the onset of the Third Civil War.


The House Karinne was formed in the year 1282 PE (Prior Era, which they counted backwards from 0 just like Earth counted backwards in B.C. years) at the end of the First Civil War.  Noya Karinne, an Imperial General, was awarded nobility and the territory of the destroyed House Zudunne after she saved the Empress’ ship from destruction.  In that early era, the House Karinne was like all the other houses; ambitious and manipulative, gaining territory, power, and status to become one of the stronger of the minor houses.

But things changed after the Second Civil War.  After being awarded more territory, Caenry Karinne, the grand duchess at that time, sold off one of the gained star systems to raise money and used it to invest in her house’s research efforts.  That was a name Jason recognized, not for Karinne, but her first name.  The Caenry Theorum was the fundamental theorum of phased plasma physics.  Jason had no idea that Caenry was a Karinne.  A little more reading showed Jason that the Karinnes did way more than develop the fundamental theorum of phased plasma physics.  Caenry was responsible for surrendering more than 75% of Karinne territory, but the money she raised went straight into research.  Hard shields, the first spatial warping experiments, ion weapons, the basics of plasma power,  hot plasma weaponry, and the first experiments in metaphased plasma weapon technology were all researched by the Karinnes.  It could be said with high authority that the House of Karinne was the cradle of modern Faey technology.  The stargates, MPACs, spatial engines, all of it could be traced back to groundbreaking Karinne research.


But it was Moiri Karinne’s act that was probably one of the most brilliant, if one considered what she was doing.  She sold off everything but their home planet of Karis, then consolidated all of the various research efforts by forming the Karis Academy, a centralized research facility that Caenry Karinne wisely made self-sustaining by opening it as a university, where other students could come to learn.


Karis Academy.  He remembered reading about it in Xeno class.  It was the learning institution, a place that races all over the galaxy came to for higher learning.


Damn clever woman.  The Karinnes were obsessed with science, so what better way to increase scientific advancement by putting the most scientists in one place?


At its height, the Karis Academy was the size of a large city.  It had hundreds of thousands of students, and thousands of scientists and professors.  At any one time, there were hundreds of major research projects going on, from a wide variety of disciplines.


But the history didn’t cast the Karinnes in the warm light of science.  Over the years after the Second Civil War, the Karinnes changed. They became withdrawn from the Imperium, indifferent to it, even scornful.  The entire house began a controversial selective breeding program within the house to increase its power in telepathy, a program that both worked and brought about laws against it.  The program worked.  The Karinnes became known as the most powerful telepaths in the Imperium, hand over fist.  It also caused Empress Ziora Shevalle to enact the Natural Progression edict, a ban on genetic engineering experiments that other houses began to consider after seeing the success of the Karinne breeding program.  Over time, the Karinnes became literal outcasts in Faey society, but they didn’t care.  They shunned Faey society and culture and withdrew to Karis and to their own mysterious goals.  It became a rare sight to see a Karinne off Karis, but they were easily identifiable wherever they went, for every member of the house wore a decorative metal device on their left ear with prongs that stretched horizontally under the left eye nearly to the nose in a delicate bar, and vertically down the front and back of the ear, then wrapping around the back of the head with a curved skull-hugging brace that rested atop their heads.  That metal ornament came to signify the Karinnes and identify them wherever they went.

Then came the Third Civil War.  In 2886, the Faey Imperium broke into two factions, the Loyalists and the Seditionists, but House Karinne refused to take sides.  They remained neutral, which was the policy of the house for a thousand years, offering no aid to either side.  Both sides, however, didn’t honor Karinne’s neutrality.  In 2887, Seditionist forces spearheaded by a Merrane battle fleet destroyed Karis.  They used Omega weaponry, which irradiated the planet and made it uninhabitable, even to this day, some 1,307 years later.  Seditionist and Loyalist houses, both sides, then hunted down and killed all the remaining Karinnes.  Both sides, the history read, feared Karinne retaliation.

It took a little time for him to understand why they’d be afraid.  It seemed that House Karinne was well known—almost infamous—for the telepathic power of its nobles.  All of them, every single Karinne noble, was staggeringly powerful in talent, because of the very controversial selective breeding program the house underwent between the second and third Civil Wars.  There were even documented cases of Karinne nobles having telekinetic ability, which was as rare among the Faey as telepathy was among humanity.  Both sides feared the power of Karinne nobles who now had no house, and had nothing to lose.  So they were hunted down and killed.  They even went so far as to kill Karinne nobles who had married into other houses and become part of the new house.  Male nobles changed houses when they married, becoming part of the new house.


That explained why both Jason and Myleena were so strong in talent.  Jason, being male, was weaker than Myleena, but that was a relative comparison when one considered that Jason was more powerful in talent than maybe 94% of Faey females.  He was almost even with Jyslin.  His weaker talent was way more than most Faey women, but Myleena, a female, was much stronger than him.  Myleena had to be in the top 1% of all Faey in telepathic power.


The destruction of Karis had negative repercussions through the rest of civilized space.  The loss of Karis Academy really pissed off some of the other spacefaring races, because quite a few non-Faey students were killed in the Merrane assault.  The newly reunited Faey Imperium, under a new Empress and a new ruling noble house, found itself suddenly at war with another civilization called the Urumi, who considered the death of its students on Karis an act of war.  The Urumi had been allied with the Loyalists, and when they lost the war, the Urumi simply declared war on the entire Imperium.


That wasn’t the real problem, though.  Since the destruction of Karis Academy, Faey technological advancement had slowed to a crawl.  Stargates, moleculartronic computer architecture, and MPAC technology had been the only real major breakthroughs in the millenium since the Third Civil War, where before, Faey technology had been advancing by leaps and bounds.  They had killed the golden goose when they destroyed the Karinnes, for the Karinnes had been the backbone of the Faey scientific community.


That was interesting and all, but it didn’t really answer the question.  There was no mention in any of the various historical files he read that linked the Karinnes and the Kimdori in any way.  He had no doubt that some Kimdori had attended Karis Academy as students, but outside of that obvious assumption, nothing.


But there had to be some connection, and Miaari had said without saying that that connection was very important.  That connection just had to be why the Kimdori had done so much to help him; clearly, they wouldn’t render so much aid to him for some other reason.  There was something back in the marches of history that linked the Kimdori and the house of Karinne together, and that was what Jason felt that Miaari wanted him to find.


Jason kept reading through the historical files of several universities on Draconis, and was engaged in reading another essay on the Karinnes when the door opened, and Myleena Merrane stepped in.  Jason felt that shiver when he looked at her, and he had to wonder if this was Myleena, or if it was Miaari.  “It’s about time,” he said simply.

“I was busy,” she said, in her own voice.  It was indeed Myleena.  “I didn’t know I’m related to someone famous,” she said with a humorless chuckle.


“Me?”


“Gora Karinne,” she stated.  “His older brother was married into Merrane.  I looked through Merrane geneaology, and he’s my thousand-year removed grandfather.”


“How did your parents take it?”


“They died when I was a baby, along with my older sister,” she grunted.  “I was raised by my aunt Uri.  My uncle Taen has been riding me about having a baby to continue my line, but I’ve blown him off for years.”  She snorted.  “I guess I shouldn’t.  I looked it up, babe.  I’m the last living descendent of my line.  All the splinters off my line died before having kids, or they did have kids and their kids died before producing any heirs.  I’m it.  That’s a sobering thing.”

“And what do you think about it?” he asked.


“What can I think about it?” she said, throwing up her hands.  “I’ve always been able to sense Kimdori, you know.  I was terrified of them, afraid they’d find out that I could, cause then they’d kill me.  Every time I felt one, it’d look right at me.”  She shuddered.  “And now I find out that it’s not unique.”


“Could your parents sense Kimdori?”


“No idea,” she shrugged.


“So.  What do we do about it?”


“What can I do about it?” she told him.  “I’m a Merrane, babe, no matter that I have an ancestor from another house.  Just about every noble has relatives from other houses nowadays, because houses intermarry.  I have my orders, and those are to get you into Makan Academy.”


“Where?”


“Makan Academy, the best engineering school this side of the galaxy,” she told him.  “As soon as you heal up, I’m supposed to take you there.  Personally.  Then you settle in and learn engineering properly, and once you graduate, you come back as the newest member of Black Ops.”


“I see this is going to be interesting,” Jason said simply, giving her a cool look.  “Because I have no intention of going anywhere but back home.  I hope you’re ready to chain me to a desk on Makan.”


“If that’s what it takes,” she told him evenly.


“It’ll take more than that,” he warned.  “You seem to forget, I’m fighting a war back on Terra.  I’m not too concerned about what the Imperium has in mind for me when my people need me.”


“It’s not really your problem now, babe,” she told him.


“It will always be my problem,” he said coldly.  “One way or another, I’m going home, Myleena.  Either you’re going to help me, or I’ll go through you.  I was told that you’d help me, but I guess you’re more worried about being a Merrane than you are a relative.”


She gasped.  “What do you expect?” she snapped.  “Yes, I’m curious about how we came to be relatives.  Yes, I like you, Jason, and I’m worried about you, and I’d like to help you.  But I have my orders, and they’re good for you as much as they are for us.  You can reach your full potential at Makan, and maybe you can do some good for your people there.  Did you ever think of that?  Make your case, babe, do it out in the open instead of with a bomb.  You ever think of talking to an INN reporter?  Lots of people kinda like you, babe, cause you’re a romantic figure.  If you went on INN and explained what was going on, maybe you could create enough public support to have the Empress start investigating a hell of lot harder than she has been.  People thought your attacks on Washington were funny.  Show them a face to go with that sense of humor, and fill people in on what motivated it all.”

“You’re the second person to suggest that,” he said, sitting on the edge of his bed.


“It’s not a bad idea.  But be that as it may, I’m not here just to talk about our common ancestry.”  She brought up a handpanel.  “Let’s start with how you were getting around without being detected.”


“Push off, Myleena,” he snapped.  “I’m not telling you shit, because if I reveal how we did it, then the people still back there who depend on those things for their lives will have their asses hanging out in the wind.  There’s no telling who else is going to see anything that goes in that panel, so you get nothing.”


“Now hold on—“


I said no, he sent with ferocity, resorting to sending to fully convey his outrage at the very thought of it.

Hold on there, babe, don’t take it out on me, she sent with supplication.  I was told to ask.  I asked, you said no, and I’m not gonna push it.  I don’t really blame you, truth be told.  She came over to his bed, and looked at the monitor sitting on the table in the corner, which had lines of flowing Faey script and a picture of a Faey woman with a metal object attached to the left side of her face.  I see you’ve been researching, she sent.  That’s a Karinne.


How can you tell? he asked, calming down considerably from the mollifying tone of her sending.

The thing on her ear that sticks out under her left eye.  All Karinnes wore it, even when it gave away who they were.


I don’t remember seeing it on that picture we found back home.


Who knows?


If all Karinnes wore it, why wasn’t the one in the picture?


Maybe she lost it.  What are you looking up?


Well, now that I know where I came from, I’m trying to understand that side of me better.  I’ve been looking at the history of the Karinnes.  I’m also trying to find why you and me can do what we can do concerning them, and what it means.  There’s more there.  There’s something important there.  If I can just figure it out, it would let me sleep better at night.

Good luck, she sent with a shrug of her shoulders.


Doesn’t it make you curious?


Of course it does, but I have bigger things to worry about.  Like keeping your ass alive.  Did you know that Trillane had the nerve to come here and demand they hand you over?


No, I didn’t.


Holy Trelle, was Commodore Yia pissed, she sent with a laugh.  She’s the hospital’s commander.  Trillane has some serious guts to try to come in here after you, but now they’re gonna face the wrath of the Medical Service.  It won’t be pretty.


I knew there was a reason I liked Faey doctors.


They have guts for people who vow never to raise a hand against another. Then again, they have their ways of making others pay when they get pissed.  Trillane might get all their doctors recalled to Draconis.

“More power to them,” Jason said, standing up and going over to the panel he was using. He sat down in front of it and scrolled through the essay again, scanning it with his eyes.  I’m going to warn you right now, Myleena, he sent privately to her.  I will not be on any transport to Makan.  When my arm is healed, I’ll be going back home.  You can do whatever it is you need to do to try and stop me, but it’s not going to get you very far.  When it’s all said and done, I’ll be back where I belong.  You can try to get in my way, or you can bow to that inevitability and help me.  If you help me, I’ll remember it.  If you get in my way, I will remember it.  How you want to play that game is up to you.


My, sounds like I’m being dismissed.


You are.  Out.  It’s clear you have nothing of substance to talk about, I have work to do, and we can save the chitchat for the next time.

“Alright, alright,” she sighed.  “I’ll come see you tomorrow, okay?”


Whatever makes you happy.  Just remember what I said.  I meant it.


I suppose you do, but this isn’t your sandbox back home, babe.  You’re in my sandbox now, and you’ll find that I’m very stingy when it comes to sharing my toys.


Guess it’ll just be that much more humiliating when I break out of here, then, he shrugged.  You are nothing but a momentary inconvenience, Myleena.

That got her.  Oh, you’re just digging your own grave now! she sent hotly.  You wanna play with me, babes, you just got yourself a game!  And when they put you on that transport to Makan, I’ll be in the seat next to you laughing the whole way!


We’ll see.

She stormed out, and Jason had to smile.  Getting her angry may have been petty, but he wanted her to be mad for a little bit.  If for no other reason than she had it coming.  He sighed and stared at the face on his monitor, an old picture of a Faey woman with hair the color of pampas grass that was long and straight and parted in the middle, hanging in front of her right ear but pushed over her left, staring at the camera with a serious, almost irritated expression.  Her right eye was closed ever-so-slightly more than her left, a glittering crystal bead was hanging from her right earlobe on a golden chain, and that dark metal ornament on the left side of her face with its elegant prong resting under her left eye, flowing back to her left ear where it joined with the rest of it.  So this was a Karinne, a woman named Sora Karinne by the caption of the photo.  What secrets were lurking behind those violet eyes?  What secrets had gone with her to her grave, as the warships of Merrane destroyed Karis around her?  He read the caption again.

[Duchess Sora Karinne, daughter of Grand Duchess Garda Karinne, Heir Apparent of House Karinne. Photo taken 2675, Karis Academy, Karis.]


Well, warships wouldn’t have been over this woman’s head.  She had lived hundreds of years before the end of Karinne, a picture from over fifteen hundred years ago.  Was she one of his distant ancestors?  Probably not.  She was the house ruler, after all.  Jason didn’t have the ego to think that he was descended from the ruling family in the noble house.


“How do I fit in, Sora?” he asked the picture aloud.  “And where do they fit in?  I don’t see the connection.  I could use a little help here.”


The picture was silent.  Then again, pictures usually were.


“You’re a big help,” he accused the photo, then switched over to the mail program.  It was time to send a little correspondence to INN.  Maybe they could find a reporter that wasn’t busy.

The interview wasn’t half as bad as he thought it would be.  A reporter was at the hospital literally minutes after he made that call, and he found her to be warm, enthusiastic, friendly, and very nice.  They talked for quite a while about what they were going to talk about, and she assured him that he could say whatever he wanted.  Her name was Tiya Harelle, and he grew rather fond of her as the day progressed.


When the time came fro the camera—or her personal panel in this case—to roll, she was both professional and discreet.  She did not wander an inch from the material they had talked about.  She asked him about what was going on back on Earth, and he answered her.  He told her about how the humans were being treated like dogs, and his accusations of slaving (which he admitted he couldn’t prove), and his decision to risk everything to do something about it.  He told them about what he remembered of his capture, and informed the entire Imperium that Trillane had fired on a car holding doctors, and one had died.  The Imperium treated their doctors like saints; even an accidental killing of a doctor was a major black eye to Trillane in the eyes of the rest of the Imperium.  That was a damning offense.

Then came…the question.  It was the question that she hadn’t said she was going to ask, but he knew she’d drop it on him.  “There are rumors that there are humans expressing talent, Master Fox, and that you’re one of them.  Would you like to confirm or deny this?”


“I won’t hide it,” he told her.  “I have talent.  It’s one reason why Trillane has gone so far to try to kill me.  It’s what I meant in my original statement when I said that they knew who and what I was.  Trillane has known I have talent for a long time.”


“Really?” she asked, giving him a smile.  “I know our viewers can’t experience you proving it, but I’d like to—“ then she gasped, and laughed.  “Well, ladies and gentlemen, I’ll attest that statement.  Jason Fox is a telepath!”


From there, after that revelation was over, they talked about Kumi.  Miaari had specifically told him to talk about Kumi, so he did.  He described her as exactly what she was, a Trillane noble who had risked her own life to investigate his accusations, and was nearly killed because of it.  He never named her, but any reporter worth her salt could figure out who it was with a little investigation…and Tiya certainly seemed competent.


“And you know where she is now?” Tiya asked.


“Not anymore,” he answered.  “Now that she’s recovered, I think she’s back on the trail of who tried to kill her.  And I doubt she’ll be very forgiving when she catches up to them, given that they shot her in the back.”

Take that, whoever it was who tried to kill Kumi.  Now they’ll be looking over their shoulders, looking for a fire-eyed Eleri Trillane, coming to exact a little vengeance.


The interview wound down after that.  When it was over,  Tiya shook his hand, told him it was nice to meet him, told him to look for the interview to run at evening headlines, and left.


Jason watched the interview that night, and was impressed.  Tiya did not edit anything.  The interview was played in its entirety, using that single camera angle with the hospital room in the background.  There was a little piece before the interview that described Jason as a rebel protesting House Trillane by using armed force.  Tiya was very professional about that piece, not showing bias either way, simply stating the facts as they were known for the benefit of the audience, and then going straight into the interview.  After the interview she commented to the anchor that she had been very impressed meeting Jason in person.  “He’s just as charismatic in person,” she said with a smile.  “A very kind and thoughtful young man, with a sense of purpose about him that I noticed immediately.  He’s a man that believes in what he’s doing with all his heart.  Some may call him a rebel or even a murderer, but he truly believes that he’s fighting for the betterment of his people.”

“He won’t be doing much fighting from a hospital bed in the medical annex,” the anchor tittered with a grin.


“True.  Perhaps that’s why he agreed to do the interview,” Tiya acceded.


“Is there any word about his legal status?” the other anchor asked.


“At the moment, no,” she answered.  “Imperial JAG refuses to comment, only stating that it’s a currently active case and they won’t comment.  Trillane lawyers, on the other hand, have been very eager to comment about the case.  They accuse the JAG of stonewalling them and denying them an extradition hearing.  Rumor in the Palace is that the Imperial arm intends to keep Jason Fox as a researcher, given his knack for Faey technology.”

“Ah.  Any information on who this injured Trillane noble is?”


“There’s no official confirmation from the Trillane spokewomen, but most likely it’s Countess Eleri Trillane.  She’s been missing for several months, last seen leaving her office where she served as a military liaison.  She’s officially listed as AWOL, for she was in her conscription.”


Nice, Meya commented after they finished watching.  What was it like to sit there and talk to her and know that the whole Imperium was gonna see it?


Didn’t really bother me, he answered.  I’m not camera shy, Meya.  I used to play football in front of a hundred thousand people every Saturday.  That gets you used to being in the public eye.

At least she was fair to you.


Yeah, she was.


Think it was a good idea to reveal you have talent?


Actually, I think it was, he answered.  Now the Imperium knows that some humans are telepaths.  Trillane has some questions to answer now, because I made it clear they knew about it.  So does the Imperial government, for that matter.

Yes, now the rest of the Imperium has a better understanding of what’s going on, Songa sent in agreement.  Knowing that some humans are telepathic explains a few things to them, like why Trillane hasn’t simply rooted us out and crushed us.

The interview led to one drastic change within the hospital.  After the doctors and nurses saw it, they all, one by one tentatively began trying to send to him.  They heard him state he had talent, but it was like they didn’t entirely believe it, and had to see for themselves.  They found out quickly that he hadn’t been lying.  He had never sent to them or around them, but when they asked him if he had talent face to face, he answered honestly.  One nurse just laughed and gave him a sour look, shaking his head.  “All this time you could hear us?” he accused.


“What better way to see where you stand?” he asked in reply.


The male, Herik, could just chuckle and agree.


The visits from Myleena after the interview were short and unfriendly.  She was pissed that he went public, because now it was not going to be easy for them to cart him off to a transport and make him disappear.  She limited herself to daily visits to check on his medical progress, as she gave him a cold stare, and then she would leave.


That worked for him.  It gave him time to observe things, and start planning his escape.  The secured wing in which they were located was indeed secure.  It had impressive security; sensors, cameras, motion detectors, spectographic sweepers that penetrated optical camoflage and holograms, and checkpoints at the junction of every hallway.  Every occupant or worker in this wing wore an ID tag that marked them as belonging there, and anyone without one set off an alarm that brought guards to that location within twenty seconds.  It was very difficult to get in here if you weren’t supposed to be here.

It was impressive security.  The only weakness of it was that it only extended as far as the hospital walls.


That was the way out of here.  The window.  It was pretty obvious that there was too much security to go any other way.  His window would open, and that gave him direct access to the outside.  The only problem was that they were on the sixteenth floor.  It gave him a breathtaking view of the ocean, but it made trying to go out that window and climb out a tricky proposition.  Climbing up was just as tricky, since there were twelve floors over them.


Not a problem.  Not in a place where they used stretchers and gurneys equipped with antigrav pods.  Those devices were designed to hover a set distance over the floor, and though they wouldn’t fly, they would give him a way to go out that window and not fall to his death.   It would just take a little bit of custom modification.

So, Jason split his time between reading about the Karinnes and studying medical gurneys.  They were simple devices, using weaker versions of the antigrav pods in armor, which meant that they operated on the solid ground protocols; they didn’t see altitude, they saw only the distance from the ground.  Antigrav pods were more than capable of full flight as long as they weren’t loaded down.


It took him about three days to understand how he could jerry-rig a gurney to get them out that window alive.  One gurney would be strong enough to carry all three of them.


Things degenerated quickly back on Earth in those days since the interview though.  Trillane had declared martial law back on Earth and banned all travel to and from the planet, to more effectively crack down on the rebels who continued to elude them and continued to destroy their Sticks, and who were now also dealing damage to Trillane’s military infrastructure.  Good God, Jyslin moved fast.  Where Jason had been content to slowly escalate into armed action against Trillane forces, Jyslin, now commanding the rebels, was going absolutely apeshit all over them.  Every day, this armory or that supply depot or that communications hub was attacked by drones, or bombed, or was even attacked by ground forces armed with infantry weapons that the Faey had never seen before, weapons that went right through the issued armor used on Terra.  And all the while, Sticks and dropships fell from the sky like rain, and Trillane still had not engineered a way to stop it.

Clever, clever Jyslin.  She was using the railguns.


There wasn’t a day that went by where there wasn’t a blurb on INN about another attack, or another Trillane operation to try to root out the rebels.


Clearly, he had to get back home fast, if only to save Trillane from Jyslin.


Jason realized quickly that the Medical Service was not putting any kind of special restrictions on him.  They would allow him to do whatever he wanted, as long as it was within the guidelines of their own rules.  They didn’t treat him any differently from any other patient, which gave him all the rights of any other citizen.  He could have any visitors he wanted, and what was most important, they allowed him to buy anything he wanted and have it delivered to his room, just like any other patient.  As long as it wasn’t something banned by hospital policy, they didn’t care what he bought and had delivered.  The only bottleneck to that was the Imperial people.  They were the ones that were inspecting what was brought into his room, they were the ones denying him delivery of some things they considered too dangerous, and they were the ones that were monitoring his Civnet activity and his incoming and outgoing calls.  He had no doubt that Myleena was keeping an inventory of everything he tried to have delivered, and was studying it to see what trick he had up his sleeve.  Myleena, he had to respect.  She seemed to understand how his mind worked, and was good at guessing what he was going to do.  So, to get around her, he was forced to enroll the nurses and doctors into his scheme.  Myleena was blocking any kind of tools or technological equipment from getting to him, so he had to go through his caregivers, convincing them to help him.  This, they did willingly, almost gleefully.


The other lifeline to the outside world was Songa.  Songa had already come before the Medical Review Board for her involvement, and they had dismissed all charges against her, reinstated her license, and had even given her a commendation and a promotion.  To them, she had only been doing what a doctor was supposed to do, and that was render aid to those in need.  They gave her a glowing commendation for her bravery and her dedication to the ideals of the shaishain, promoted her directly to the rank of Lieutenant Commander, and gave her a paid sabbatical so she could recover from her injuries, and also recover from the death of her husband, with full pay and full benefits.  That pronouncement made her a free woman, absolutely untouchable by the Trillanes and the Imperial government, and if they even tried to go after her, they would face the wrath of the Medical Service.  That was one organization nobody crossed, because anyone who angered the Medical Service quickly became a reviled and hated figure in the eyes of the Imperium’s common citizens, who treated the Medical Service like earthbound angels.


This meant that Songa could come and go from the hospital as she pleased.  She was still wearing a flexcast, but she wasn’t on any kind of medical restriction regarding her movements.  Songa was the one that smuggled in the civilian clothes for him and Meya, while the other doctors in the wing had come up to bat for him big time by procuring a dedicated panel for him, not connected to Civnet, where he could do his necessary TEL programming in secrecy, a microtronic toolkit, and some stick memory crystals he was going to need.  After withdrawing some money from his bank account, he had it put on a certified card, a kind of pure cash item that anyone could use but was not hard currency, and had it smuggled in.  They got him everything he needed to get out of the hospital, and he had plenty of time to get it all together and ready, even though it was a bit hard to type using only one hand.

Once he had everything he needed to get out of the hospital, he turned to the task of how to get to that warehouse, but that in itself wasn’t hard at all.  He simply asked for his possessions back.  The doctors complied, and they returned his clothes and his other possessions, which included a black crystal key that looked like a hovercar or dropship key.  That little baby would start any vehicle, and it was their key to freedom.  Once he had that back, he kept it on his person at all times.


He had everything he needed, so he built what he needed to build, did his programming, and then told Meya about the plan.  They were the only ones that had to actually escape; Songa, being a free woman, could simply walk out the door.  And to her credit, she told them that she wanted to go with them.  Rann had died to help Jason, and she intended to stay with him and see things through to the end. She was still a Legion doctor, and she had duties to see to back on Earth.


Then came the day.  They took him down to the lab, and while he was watching, they removed the flexcast.  What was underneath was a pink, healthy looking right hand and arm, complete with skin.  “And there we go,” Doctor Eril mused as he took the two halves of the cast away.  “Make a fist please.”


Jason complied, balling his fist, but he felt the weakness in his hand then.  Just holding his fist closed required active effort.  He opened his hand and flexed his fingers in a repeating cascade, testing his manual dexterity.  That, at least, felt normal.  He had full and complete control of his motor skills, and though his hand tingled a little and felt a bit weak, it was indeed completely restored.


“Very good,” he announced, grabbing Jason’s new hand and probing it with his fingers.  “Yes, everything looks in order, and we’re already sure you have complete motor control.  I’ll schedule you for a biotine treatment right after your next appointment.”

“Biotine?”


“It’s a muscular therapy to strengthen the new muscles.  After all, they’ve never been used.  I doubt you could hold on to anything with it.  Here, take my hand,” he said, putting his smaller hand in Jason’s palm.  Jason clasped his hand, then Eril pulled away.  Jason tried to keep his grip on Eril’s hand, but it slid out of his fingers easily.  Jason’s hand was weaker than a newborn baby’s, since at least a newborn could practice flexing the hand in the womb.  “See?  You have no muscular power at all.  The biotine treatment will partially restore some of your hand’s strength.  Coupled with additional biotine treatments and some physical therapy, your hand should be completely recovered in about a week.  Right now, I’m going to take you down to the radiation lab,” he announced.  “The skin on that hand has no protection against light radiation.  We’re going to put it under a special lamp that will urge it to produce melanin without doing any damage to it.”


“So you’re taking me to a tanning salon?”


“More or less,” he winked.  “Odd to see melanin that color.  Our melanin is blue, that’s why we have blue skin.”


“I’ve always wondered why you have blue skin.”


“That’s why,” he said as he urged Jason to stand and follow him.  “Our sun produces light and other radiation in a slightly different pattern than yours, which caused us to produce a blue color-based melanin instead of the dark-based melanin in Terrans, to protect against it.  Your pigment still protects you from our sun, and our pigment protects us from your sun, but that tiny little evolutionary difference between Faey and Terrans is all the reason why we’re blue and you’re beige.”  They walked down a hallway towards a pair of double doors.

“I did kind of notice that your sun seems, well, more yellow than ours.  I thought it was because your air isn’t polluted.”


“It is, just slightly,” he nodded.  “That tiny color variation makes us blue.  If humans had evolved here, you’d be blue.”


“That’s an unpleasant thought.”


“Only to you,” he chuckled.


The biotine treatment was not pleasant.  They drove a multitude of tiny needles into his arm and hand and surged jolts of power through his atrophied muscles, causing them to violently flex, as they washed the muscle cells in some kind of special chemical that caused them to rapidly divide and reinforce.  It was a two hour procedure that was a test of endurance and dealing with constant, nagging pain.  But, Jason couldn’t deny the effectiveness of the treatment.  Instead of barely having the strength to hold a closed fist, Jason could grip small objects, and he retained all the manual dexterity he’d had before losing his hand.  He could easily type at the same speed, and he knew he could play the piano easily.

When he returned to his room, he found it quite full.  Songa and Meya were there, as well as Myleena Merrane and two skirt-clad Faey officers, both looking rather young, wearing black Class A uniforms with thigh-length miniskirts instead of trousers.  The taller of the two had long blue hair, and the shorter of them had pink-red hair done in a spiky pixie style.  Jason saw that Songa too had had her flexcast removed, and she was running her fingers up and down the back of her new hand absently.  “It looks nice,” Myleena said in greeting as she looked at his right arm.

“It feels weird,” he noted, grabbing his right wrist in his left hand and rubbing it.  “What do you want, Myleena?”


“Here,” she said, handing him a handpanel.  He took it, and saw that it was some kind of exam or test. “You need to finish that sometime today and send it in.  In five days, you’ll be on your way to Makan, as soon as the Medical Service releases you.”


“What is this?”


“The Makan Academy entrance examination,” she told him evenly. “They wanted to get an idea of your current educational background before they tailor a schedule for you.”


He gave the panel one look, then tossed it absently on the bed.


“Hey, it’s your boredom, babe,” she told him. “If you don’t do that, they’ll just stick you where you left off at Tulane.  And I think you’ve gone a bit beyond that.  But if you wanna be bored, hey, who am I to argue?” she asked, throwing her hands up.


“I already told you what’s going to happen, Myleena.”


“And I told you what’s really going to happen,” she countered.  “You will be on that transport.”


“I’m so glad you think so.”


“We’ll find out, won’t we?” she challenged.  “Don’t think that I’m not ready for any little surprises you have set up, babe.  I have every door out of this place covered.  You won’t get ten steps before you have nine Marines on you.  Real Marines, Jason.  Marines fresh from seeing real action, on Terra.”


Jason looked at her.  Hard.  The timbre of her voice, she wanted to stress that.


Nine Marines…Jyslin’s squad?


Holy shit!  Myleena was telling him that Jyslin’s squad had been rotated back to Draconis, and they were part of the armed detail surrounding the hospital!  She really was going to help him, if only by turning a blind eye and letting him go!


“I’ve beaten them before,” he said flippantly.


“Not this time you won’t,” she grunted.  “But I don’t have any more time.  I’ll see you tomorrow, and I’m sure we’ll fight about that exam.”


“Probably,” he agreed.


Myleena escorted her two aides out, and Jason immediately went to the window and looked down.  There were Marine troop transports down there, but they’d been there for a while.  He reached out with his mind and searched around down there, looking for one Marine in particular that he knew, and who would know him.


I see you, Jason, Maya sent to him with light amusement.  I can see that you were specifically looking for me.  Well, you found me.  You’re getting good at that, aren’t you?

Jason had to resist the urge to give out an audible cry.  Maya!  Maya, what are you doing here?


Guarding you, silly, she answered.  We were brought back to Draconis after Jyslin went AWOL, to get us out of there in case anyone else in the squad had any silly ideas.  They just deployed us here this morning.


Wow, small world!


Not so small.  General Lorna Shaddale put us here.  Personally.  Under the table, of course, she told him directly.  And she handed down direct orders to us that the role of our squad is now to be your personal bodyguards, to protect you against any Trillane attempts on your life.  Somehow, she got word that you married Jyslin, Jason.  You’re a Shaddale now, and Lorna’s decided that she has to watch out for you.  We have direct orders from the General Staff to protect you.  We are your personal Marine detachment.  When you leave for Makan, we go with you.  We’d be up there right now, but the medical annex is sovereign territory, and we’re not allowed inside.  The squad will be your personal guards, because we have a personal stake in your welfare.  You’re the husband of one of us, and we’ll always be there to protect you.


You say that like you think it’s going to happen, he sent dryly.  What they want me to do and what I’m going to do are two different things.


Of course they are.  That’s why, when you go wherever you go, you’ll have nine armed escorts.  Our orders are to protect you, Jason, no matter where you go, no matter what you do.  You lead, we follow.  If that takes us back to Earth and in the front lines of a war against Trillane soldiers, so be it.  We have our orders, and by Trelle, we’re sticking to them.


Lorna’s gonna get in trouble.


Oh, please, Jason, she sent scathingly.  Clearly you don’t understand the Marines.  A Marine general is better at politics than half the noble houses put together.  We know where the order came from, but nobody else will ever track it back to General Shaddale.


Well, that’s good to know, but still, I don’t like it too much.  Jys’s family is already in really hot water because of me.  I don’t want to muck things up for them any more than I have already.


That’s just it, Jason.  You are family.  They’ll put their hands in boiling oil to help you, because you are family.  And you’re our family too.  I told you that before you left New Orleans.  You are part of the squad because you’re Jyslin’s husband, and we’ll be there for you.  Yana has a lock on you now, Jason.  She’s probably the most powerful telepath on Draconis, and she won’t lose you.  Wherever you go, we’ll be nearby.  Remember that.

Hi, Jason, came a shy sending, but a sending almost rippling with the containment of an awesome power.  Maya wasn’t kidding!  This woman was incredibly powerful!  I’m Yana.  Are you feeling okay?


Hi, Yana.  I’m fine.  They took the flexcast off this morning.  They regrew my arm just the way it was before I lost it.  It looks like I’ll have a full recovery.


That’s good to hear.


Have they been treating you well? Maya asked. 


The doctors, yes, but the Imperial woman who basicly has custody of me has been something of a bitch, he answered.


Want us to drag her into some alley somewhere and beat the shit out of her? another Marine called.  From the sound of the mental voice, Jason identified her as Bryn, one of the twins in the squad.  Clearly, all the Marines were linked together so they could all hear a private sending between Jason and Meya.


No, I’ll deal with her in my own way.


Odds are, Jason’s way will be worse than what we could think up, another voice added impishly.  That was Sheleese.


Probably, a new voice intoned.  That was Ilia, Sheleese’s best friend.


How has Jyslin been, Jason?  Zora asked.  Jason knew that voice very well, for Zora had been the one who had helped him get his pilot’s license.

Happy, at least until I was caught, he answered.  I was too.


That girl risked everything to come to you, hon.  I’m glad it was worth it.


She’s worth everything, he sent impulsively.


Now you sound like Maya, Lyn teased.


I can’t help it if I found my soulmate and you haven’t, Maya shot back.


Girls, give it a rest, Myri barked.  We’re here, Jason, and we’ll be always be here.  Maya may not have told you, but we have direct orders to protect you, but not to interfere with you.  Wherever you go, whatever you do, we’ll be there to protect you, even if it means firing on our own people.  Do you understand that?


I understand, he sent gravely.


I’m glad you do.  Yana has a lock on you, so we will always know exactly where you are.  Do you understand?


I do.


Good.  I’m going to make them cut this short, love.  There are Imperial mindbenders crawling all over this place, and what we’re doing now isn’t entirely risk free.  Those damn mindbenders are just as well trained as we are, and they have people that can snatch private sending right out of the air.

Jason immediately thought of Symone and her uncanny ability to do just that.  Yeah, he sent in understanding.  So we can’t do really do this.


Exactly.  But as long as you know that we’re here and we’re here for you, I’m content to let you stay up there.  The Medical Service will keep you nice and safe until you’re discharged, and then it’s our job to take over.

Jason stepped back from the window, then looked at Meya with a huge grin.


“What?” she asked.


Jyslin’s squad is down there, Meya! he sent privately to her and Songa.  Lorna sent them personally!  They’re going to help get us out of here!  All we have to do is get out of this hospital, and we’re set!

Timely, Meya sent, but she was grinning.


A godsend. Next time I see that old warhorse, I’m gonna kiss her dead on the lips.  With the squad backing us up, we can get there no problem.


Sounds like we just need you to recover and we’re set.


Just about.

Myleena Merrane was a bitch.

But Myleena Merrane was brilliant.


Just for amusement, Jason looked through the exam on the handpanel while Songa and Meya played a Faey card game called Queen’s Swords.  It was filled with standard engineering questions, something he would have expected to see.


But there was much more to it than that.


It took him a while to figure it out.  He answered some of the questions, writing them on the side of the panel’s screen, until he looked at the letters and realized that, if he converted those letters into their English equivelents of A, B, C, D, E, F, and G, they spelled out the words a bad cab faced bead, a bed gabbed a decade, a bad cab faced bead, a bed gabbed a decade.  That pattern continued through the entire test, those same letters in that same sequence…given someone answered the questions correctly.

Unless someone spoke English, they’d never understand that message. And the vast majority of people on Draconis could not speak English.

A bad cab faces bead.  A bad cab, that clearly was a reference to a vehicle.  A bead, well, looking out of his window a while showed him the bead.  It was a huge silver globe in a grassy park near the ocean, visible from his window.


Clever, clever little bitch.  There was a car waiting down there, if he could get to it.


A bed gabbed a decade.  Well, that didn’t make much sense, but it did make him check out his hospital bed.  He didn’t find anything weird, at least until he reached underneath and found a crumpled piece of spiral paper.  He unfolded and found a note, written in English:

Jason:


I can’t help in the way you want without getting in a shitload of trouble, but I’ll do what I can. I basicly own the hospital’s security, so tell me when you want to go, and I’ll make sure it’s turned off.  If you can get out of the hospital, I’m pretty sure you can get to the skimmer I’ll have parked for you.  Once you get to it, all I can really say is be very, very careful.  I can’t hack planetary security, so you better not do anything to make them notice you.  Go to ULC 4676-88476.  That’s my aunt Uri’s summer house, and she’s not using it right now.  You can hide there until I arrange to get you off the planet.  It really won’t be easy getting you back to Earth, but we engineers live for the tough problems, ya know.  Be safe, be careful, oh, and watch out for Aunt Uri’s vulpar.  She’s not comfortable around strangers and she might bite you if you scare her.






Myleena


Myleena Merrane just earned herself a big kiss dead on the lips.


He had no doubt about one thing, and that was that the skimmer she was going to leave there would get him to that warehouse.


Things were looking so optomistic, Jason became literally bubbly.  He went to his next biotine treatment in a talkative mood, flirting with the doctors, asking the nurse about bacha, a sport they played here on Draconis.  The treatment didn’t even seem to hurt as much this time, and after it was done they had him work his arm, moving things, holding things, exercises of manual dexterity.  Those did annoy him a bit, so he had one of their panels access Civnet and generate a holographic piano keyboard, which he quickly programmed to play, and showed them just how agile his right hand was.  He played several pieces, and again was lost in the simple joys of music.

He tested the strength of his arm, and found that it was fully recovered.  It was three days til he was supposed to go to Makan, Songa’s hand was fully restored, he had everything he needed ready, more help than he had expected to be there was in place, and the appointed time was midnight that night.


So, it was time to go.  After a quick call to Myleena where he said one word to her, “tonight,” they started the plan.

Getting out was a simple operation.  After lights out, Songa left and went to where they were going to meet.  When she got there, she sent back to them only two words; it’s here.


Meya snuck into his room, and they quickly cast off their hospital jumpsuits and put on the clothes they’d smuggled in.  Meya had on black pants and a leather-looking jacket, and Jason had his jeans from his old clothes (which had survived well enough) and a black shirt with a short sleeve on the right and an elbow-length sleeve on the left.  Once they were clothed, Jason put his gear in a pack Songa snuck in, then they waited.  The red light on his door blinked, then went out, telling him that Myleena had done her part and had disabled the security.  It opened when he pressed the button.  They slipped out of his room and stole a gurney.  One of the night nurses saw them grab it and push it back towards his room, but when Jason put a finger to his lips and winked, the girl just gave him a shy smile and nodded enthusiastically.


Once they got it in his room, they got to work.  Meya uploaded the stick holding the modified programming as Jason tore into the unit and made the necessary hardware modifications, cross-rigging the four antigrav pods and then blowing the arrestor unit.  He gave Meya a thumbs up, and they both ran to the window with annealers.  They quickly cut the entire window out of its frame and laid it aside, moved the bed, table, and chairs out of the way, then Meya jumped on the gurney and tied her foot to the rail as Jason tied a cord around his waist, threw it to Meya, who then tied it to the rail as well.


You know this is nuts, Meya sent casually as she got a firm grip on the railing.

It won’t be boring, he answered.  Ready?


As I’ll ever be.

Pushing it like a bobsled, Jason charged the gurney towards the window.  He felt a sudden surge of fear when the gaping hole in the wall got closer and closer, but he focused on the window ledge like a long jumper watching the line.  He reached the edge, lept up onto the windowsill, then hurled himself and the gurney out the window, nearly 200 feet over the ground below.  He felt a moment of panic when he saw the ground under him, then he sailed up over the gurney and landed with his chest and stomach on the gurney, but his legs dangling over the back.  Meya grabbed him by the arm and dragged him onto the gurney, which rocked alarmingly back and forth as the antigrav fought high winds to keep the gurney level, even as it continued on in the direction that Jason had pushed it, slowly losing altitude as it soared over the small army of soldiers below, entrenched around the hospital to prevent him from escaping.  Meya and Jason pushed forward on the gurney, and the weight on the front end caused it to descend faster, as Jason had programmed it.  Tilting it left or right made it turn in that direction, and the two of them clumsily tried to aim it at the park off to the south, but they didn’t do very well.  Neither of them had done it before, and the high winds buffetted the gurney and made it extremely difficult to control.

This is crazy! Meya sent, fear tainting her sending as the gurney nearly flipped over.


Think of it as another good story to tell your grandchildren! he answered as he leaned far to the right along with Meya to stop the gurney from flipping over.


Don’t I have enough by now? she pleaded as they tried to turn the gurney so they didn’t ram into a building.


Obviously not, or we wouldn’t be here! he answered as he literally had to slide over and kick the building with his foot to stop the gurney.  For a hair-raising second the gurney spun out from the shock, turning three complete circles until it stabilized.


Hey, this was your idea, you maniac!


That’s why you love me! he challenged as they finally drifted away from the building, then were nearly knocked over when they passed its corner and were slammed by a crosswind.  I give you great stories!

She laughed helplessly as they got the gurney back under control, and pushed it well down to make it descend quickly.  They were well past the soldiers around the hospital, and now they had to get down onto the ground quickly, before they fell off the gurney and got killed.  The ground approached faster and faster, and the gurney picked up way more speed then Jason had expected. The buildings were whizzing by, and he realized he’d made no way to let them slow it down!

Meya!  We have a problem!


We need to slow this thing down!


That’s the problem!

She whipped her head around and gave him an ugly look.  You mean we have no brakes? she demanded hotly.


I thought we would fallen off long before speed became an issue!


Oh, that’s a lovely fucking thought! she raged as they got to within twenty feet of the ground, but they were moving at least a hundred miles an hour.  Then they were fifteen feet, then ten, then the gurney stabilized at its usual three feet over the ground, ground that blurred by at a dizzying rate, but now that they weren’t descending anymore, the gurney was starting to slow down.  Oh, shit! she sent in near terror as they came out from between two buildings along a grassy park between them, and found themselves staring at a masonry wall.


Bail out!  Jump the wall!

They untied themselves in a frenzy as the wall charged at them, then they both jumped up and away from the gurney an instant before it reached the wall, which struck it and exploded into a cascading shower of hot, smoking metal fragments, fragments that were only moving a little faster than them.  Jason fixed his eyes on one dark metal piece of twisted metal tumbling through the air, passing him lazily, leaving a tendril of smoke behind it.  The two of them sailed over the wall, and found themselves flying at nearly fifty miles an hour over a still reflecting pool!


The impact was bone-jarring.  Water broke their fall…almost.  Meya literally bounced off the surface of the water, giving out a breathless cry, then struck it again, plowing a furrow into it.  Jason hit the water and saw nothing but stars, and then the night sky melted like boiling butter in a frying pan.  He tried to gasp, but took in a mouthful of water, and had a moment of panic when he realized he couldn’t breathe.  He thrashed for a moment to try to figure out which direction was up, but then his knees hit the bottom of the pool.

And he realized that it couldn’t be more than two feet deep.


He breached the surface and took in a ragged breath, then choked and coughed out a copious amount of water.  Meya choked and gagged not far from him, on her hands and knees in the water, then she looked at him and flopped back on her rear to sit in the pool.  Jason crawled over to her and sat down himself, gave her a weak smile, then for no reason, they both broke into a bout of uncontrollable laughter.


Oh, by the Trinity, if I live through this, I’m gonna kill you, boy, Meya sent half-heartedly, then she splashed water at him.


Get in line, woman.  You alright?


I don’t think anything’s broken, she answered.  Where are we?


That little water pool a few blocks from the globe.  We got further than I thought.  Alive, anyway.


Oh, you better tell me you’re joking.


I am.  Maybe.

She reared up, put her hands on his shoulders, gave him an evil smile, and then dunked him.  Bastard.


I know.  Can I breathe now?


Maybe.

They waded out and ran for the globe, and thanks to Miaari’s touch, he knew where he was and how to get there.  They went around an office building used by the Medical Service, then ducked behind a large ornate sign as a hovercar descended near them, dropping down to land by the front door.  Two uniformed Medical officers departed the car and walked into the building, and the car lifted back up and into the night sky.  They darted across the front of the building, slid up to the corner, then Meya quickly stuck her head out to look.  She nodded to him, and they turned the corner and raced along the side of the building, past it, and into the park holding the globe.

Parked on a landing pad near the globe was a sleek black airskimmer.  It was a Thrynne model, probably a PV-9 or a PV-10.  Songa was standing in the hatchway, scanning the night with her eyes, looking for them.


Looks like a winner to me, Meya sent.


At least Myleena left us something nice.  We can run for our lives in style.


Boy, I’m gonna kick your ass when this is overwith, she grated.  You’re enjoying this, aren’t you?

A little bit, he admitted.


Well, push off.

Yes, mommy.  Can we go now?

Despite the urgency of their situation, she found the time to punch him in the arm.


You’re no fun anymore.


I never was.  That’s Myra.


Pft.

Songa kissed Meya on the cheek, then hugged Jason when they reached them.  I’m so glad you’re alright! she sent.  Why are you wet?


Because someone forgot to put brakes on the gurney, Meya sent darkly, giving Jason a narrow-eyed glare.


Hey, we got down.  What more do you expect?


To be dry! she answered immediately, which made Songa burst into laughter.


Yes, mother.  Let’s get going.  Shotgun?


You know it, she sent as Songa closed the hatch, jumping into the co-pilot’s chair.  Jason squished ito the pilot’s seat and found the key already in the skimmer and a series of musical notes scribbled on a piece of paper taped to the dash panel.  “Thank you Myleena,” Jason chuckled as he read the notes, converted the letters into Faey, then typed that into the holographic keyboard.  The computer recognized the control code and brought the main computer online.

“What was that?”


“The control code, written in musical notes,” he answered.


“Clever.”


“Myleena’s a clever girl,” Jason said with sincere admiration as the engines whined into life, and the skimmer was ready to take off.


“What about traffic control?” Songa asked.


As long as we stay under twenty shakra, they’ll never see us, he sent in reply.  We just hug the ground and creep our way to our destination.  We’ll look just like a hovercar.

With a light touch, Jason picked the skimmer up off the ground and then started them towards their destination.  “No pursuit.  I don’t think they even know we’re gone yet,” Meya noted as she looked out the side window.


“Myleena’s very good,” Jason noted.  “As long as the nurse doesn’t go look and see what we did with the gurney, we have time.”


“They saw you?”


One of them did, yah, Jason affirmed.  “She saw us take it back to my room.  Odds are, she probably thinks we’re having sex on it or something.”


“Probably,” Songa giggled.


As fast as Jason felt he could go without attracting attention, Jason navigated the air over the grassy parks and walkways that separated the towering buildings of Dracora.  At no time did Jason bring the skimmer more than fifteen shakra off the ground and didn’t go any faster than sixty kathra an hour, a virtual crawl that made their trip through Dracora take more than two hours.  But it was the only way to get there without being spotted.  Jason used the knowledge that Miaari gave him to take the least populated route, winding and twisting through the industrial sectors of the city, keeping away from any concentrations of Faey that might notice the low-flying, slow-going skimmer and get curious enough to have someone check it out.  It was a nerve-wracking trip, as all three of them kept expecting fighters to swoop down and fire on them at any moment, but no such thing happened.  Two hours after boarding the skimmer, Jason inched it over a crumbling wall that surrounded an abandoned warehouse, then extended the landing skids and set the skimmer down gently.  This is it, he sent.  We’re about ten minutes early.

I…there’s someone in there, Jason, but I can’t get a fix on how many, or who, Meya told him.  I can sense minds, but minds that seem to want to hide from me.


Well, this is where Miaari told us to go.  I think we have to trust that whoever’s in there is a friend.


I don’t like blind trust like that, Jason.


It’s not blind trust, Meya, it’s faith.  I have faith in Miaari.  She won’t let us down.

Meya gave him a dark look, then sighed and nodded.  “Let’s go.  I hope they have dry clothes.”


The three of them filed out of the skimmer and walked quickly towards the only door visible on the building, which was in the left corner.  It opened before they got there, and all three of them stopped abruptly when they saw what was standing there waiting for them.


It was a Kimdori!


A male, and a fucking huge one, nearly eight feet tall!  Jason felt that shiver go up his spine when the Kimdori, in his natural canine form, looked at him, then motioned them to come forward as he stepped out of the doorway.  They hurried to the door and stepped through, coming into an open warehouse area; the walls of the building were just a shell enclosing its entire volume.  There were no rooms inside at all, just vast warehouse space.  And in the middle of that warehouse floor was a small passenger dropship, a dropship being attended to by nearly two dozen Kimdori.


“Jason Fox,” the male stated, looking down at him.  “Miaari waits for you in the dropship.  We have only to wait for the others to arrive, and then we are departing.”


“Others?  What others?”


“The Marines tasked to protect you.  They are just outside the outer wall.  They have been following you,” he said with a sly smile.  “Go to the dropship.”


Jason nodded, and the three of them rushed over and up the cargo ramp.  The interior of the small craft had been converted to carry passengers only, six rows of four chairs bolted to the deck.  Two figures stood at the hatch leading to the cockpit, and it made Jason come up short.


One of them was Miaari.  The other, holding her arm in her hand and looking a bit frazzled and wearing a thin, frilly black robe, was Myleena.


“Myleena!” Jason gasped.  “What are you doing here?”


“What am I doing here?  She kidnapped me, that’s what I’m doing here!” she shouted, pointing at Miaari.  “Took me right out of bed!”


“What?  Why did you do that?” he asked, looking at Miaari.


“Because she must go,” she answered simply.


“Go?  Go where?”  Jason looked around, then it dawned on him.  “You’re not taking us back to Earth, are you?”


She only gave him a level stare.


“Where are we going?”


“Where you must,” she shrugged.  “Board the ship, ladies,” she called over Jason.  He turned and looked, and saw nine black-armored Marines being led to the ship by that same huge male.  “Time is passing, and we must be away from here soon.”

Jason?  What the fuck is going on?  Why are there Kimdori here? Meya asked.


Damned if I know, he answered.  They told me they were going to help me get off Draconis, but they’re not taking us home.

The Kimdori left the dropship, all but Miaari.  The gray-furred creature walked up to Jason and put her hands on his shoulders, then put her hand on his neck.  He felt that moment of expansion when she did so, but he felt nothing pass between them.  “This ship will take you to a cargo vessel in orbit over the planet.  That vessel is unmanned and automated.  The autopilot will take you to your destination.”


“How do we get back?” Songa asked.


“You will know how to get back,” she assured them.  “This is a journey you must make alone.  We cannot go with you.”


“Why?” Jason asked.


“When you arrive, you will know why,” she told him.


“I don’t understand.”


“It is not something I can explain to you without breaking an oath, Jason,” she told him.  “Do you trust me?”


“With my life,” he blurted impulsively.


“Then trust me now.  I am not sending you into danger, and when you arrive, you will understand.  I wish I could explain it to you.  I truly do.  But I fear it is something to which we have been sworn secrecy.”


“But you weren’t sworn to not, say, program an autopilot to take us somewhere, right?  Take us somewhere so we’d see something you want us to see, and figure it out on our own?”


She gave him a wolfish grin.  “You are a clever human, Jason Fox.  You do your people proud.  You have done your birthright as a human proud, but now it is time for you to accept your other birthright.”  She turned and beckoned to a Kimdori he hadn’t seen, who had been in the cockpit, and the small female advanced and held out a tray holding a small white box to Miaari.  She took it and offered it to Jason.  “Open it.”


It was a simple plastic box, made of white material, smooth and cool to the touch.  It had no markings or designs on it, and he saw that to open it, he only had to pull the top away from the bottom.  He did so, and found the interior to be lined with blue velvet.


Inside the box was a metal object, roughly semicircular in appearance.  It was a twisted metal bar with five protrusions, one of which was a curled bar that rose above the rest of it.  Jason took it from the box and turned it this way and that, until he turned it in such a way that he saw a horizontal prong and a vertical one.  That brought back to him a sudden image of the picture he saw of Sora Karinne, and that strange black metal thing she wore on her face.


This was one of those things.  It was one of the Karinne face ornaments.


“What is this?” Jason asked.

“You will understand when the time comes,” she told him.  “Listen to me very carefully, both of you.  As you can see, there is only one, but there are two of you.  Jason, this one belongs to you.  Myleena will have to wait to receive hers.  Now, it is very important that you understand this, Jason.  Do not put this on until after you have reached your destination.  But when you do arrive, as soon as you drop out of hyperspace, you must put it on.  Do you understand?”

“Why?” Myleena demanded.


“I cannot tell you why.  I can only tell you that you must listen to me.”


“That’s not much of a reason,” she flared.


“Young pup, you try my patience,” she said in a deceptively level tone, fixing Myleena a withering stare, one that made the freckled Faey pale slightly and shrink back from the Kimdori.  “You are being difficult just to protest the way we brought you here.  Get over it, Myleena Merrane.  Your petty protests are nothing compared to the importance of the reason behind it.  Now, do as I have told you, or I will do something about it,” she warned, holding up a clawed hand and reaching towards the Merrane noble.


Myleena shrank back from that hand.  “Alright, alright.”

“Remember, Jason.  Put it on only after you have arrived, but you must do so the moment you are back in normal space,” Miaari reminded him after turning to him again.

“I don’t really understand why, but I understand, Miaari.  What is it?”


“It is your birthright,” she told him.  “You are a Karinne, Jason.  Both you and the resistant one,” she added, giving Myleena an icy look.  “This is who you are.”

“Where am I going, Miaari?  I don’t understand.”


“You are going to find the truth, Jason Fox,” she told him.  “It may seem that returning home and continuing against Trillane would be what you must do, but it is not.  Finding the truth will be much more important to you.  In this, you must trust me, Jason Fox.  I would not lead you astray.  Not now, not after we have come so far.”


“I, I trust you, Miaari.  If you say this’ll help us more than me going home, I’ll trust that you know what you’re talking about.  I have no bloody fucking idea what the hell is going on, but I’ll look past that and trust you.”


She gave him a wolfish smile.  “Very good.  They chose well, Jason Fox.  Now is the time to prove that.  Know only this.  When you find what you seek, remember that we did our best for you.  After you complete this journey, your opinion of us is going to change.  Considerably.  Remember only that we do truly care about you, and have done what we knew had to be done.”


“I couldn’t hate you, Miaari.”


“I truly hope that is the truth, Jason Fox.  Now, you must go, and so must we.  Do you have all three sets of clothing?” Miaari demanded of a small male Kimdori who had scurried onto the dropship.  He was holding a large bag.


“Yes, Elder,” the male answered.  “A uniform for Myleena and dry clothes for Jason and Meya.”


“Put it there and disembark.”  Miaari looked over at the Marines.  “Be seated, ladies, you are departing.  Guard him well.  He is important to the Kimdori.”


“He’s pretty fucking important to us too,” Sheleese growled under her breath as the Marines moved aside and let the Kimdori pass.  Miaari and the small female padded down the ramp, and she turned and looked up into the ship from the bottom.  Jason started at her, his mind whirling as he tried to understand what the hell all of that was all about, but he had the presence of mind to wave to her as the ramp began to close.


“What the hell was that about?” Meya asked.


“I, I don’t know,” Jason grunted, turning the piece of metal Miaari had given him over and over in his hands.  “I’m totally confused.  I don’t understand anything about what just happened.”

“Where are they taking us, I wonder?” Songa asked.  “Where could we possibly go to learn this truth she wants us to learn?”


“Well, we’re about to find out,” Myri said as the ship’s engines whined into life, and they felt the ship lift up from the warehouse floor.  “And they’re not gonna wait for us to strap in, either!  Everyone grab a seat, fast!” she barked.


They all hastily found a seat and strapped in, as the dropship, flying on autopilot, cleared the warehouse and turned a steep angle that told him they were on an orbital ascent vector  Why are you two wet? Maya sent in curiosity.


Jason and Meya looked at each other, then burst into laughter.  It’s a long story, Meya replied.  I’m Meya, by the way.  Personal bodyguard to Kumi Trillane, and one of the rebels of the Legion..


We know who you are, girl, Myri told her.  We were briefed.  You and Doctor Songa.


I’m, I’m a little afraid, Jason, Myleena admitted privately to him.  What’s going on?  Why are the Kimdori acting like this?  I’ve never heard of them doing things like this, or acting this way.  It’s almost like they’re possessed.

I don’t know, Myleena, but— he looked over at Songa, who sat on his other side, her hand over his own on the armrest.  But I trust them.  They’ve already helped us so much, I can’t believe that they’re doing anything other than what they said they are.

But, are you sure?


As sure as I am of anything anymore.  This ride has gone way out of my control, and now I’m just hanging on for dear life.


That’s an…appropriate metaphor, Myleena sent as the dropship’s angle steepened, sinking them all into their chairs.


The trip up as quick and nervous.  None of them had any idea what was going on, what was happening, but Sergeant Myri had gotten them all calmed down well enough by assuming command.  Once the ship came out of its ascent, they found out that the dropship had to be in space, for they were in a weightless state.  Jason, Meya, and Myleena changed clothes, and being Faey, they didn’t bother to go into the tiny bathroom of the dropship to do it.  Jason, however, still had enough of a sense of modesty not to undress in front of eleven women, and the bathroom was occupied by Ilia, who was throwing up (“Space sickness, she always gets it,” Sheleese had told him with an evil grin), so Jason changed in the cockpit.  What Miaari had left them wasn’t what he was used to, however.  It was a matching skin-tight shirt and pair of hugging trousers, black and gray with silver vertical stripes running from the hem of the boot all the way to the waist on the pants, and a matching stripe from the hem to the collar along the outside of the shirt.  The garment was made of memory mesh, a tough, resistant materal that was very durable.  It took him a little bit to get it on, since they were in zero gravity, but once he got them on, they seemed to visibly loosen, until they were as comfortable as a pair of jeans and a tee shirt.  There was an overgarment that went with it as well, a garment so much like the old blue denim overshirt he used to wear that it made him put it on to get a feel for it.  It felt the same way too, with sleeves that came down to his elbows and pockets on the outside of it on both sides of his chest.  It fell over his chest perfectly to make it comfortable, so he decided to keep it.  He had to strap himself to a cockpit seat to get the boots on, but it also gave him a view of where they were going.

It was a very old, very battered cargo ship.  It looked like a flattened cigar, no nacelles, no protrusions, and the hull was pitted, stained, and in a few places, it had blast burns from weaponry.  The ship had no windows, no ports, only a large pair of doors in the belly, doors that silently opened as the dropship approached it.  The interior of the ship was empty, with a large array of clamps and claws on long poles hanging from the roof of the bay, and Jason realized that cargo containers were grabbed by those clamps.  That was how the ship carried its goods.  And since it was automated, there was no need for a crew and the amenities a crew would require.  There were no crew quarters, no galley, nothing.  Jason realized that they were never leave the dropship as the dropship slowed and then ascended into the cargo bay.  The ship shuddered as a series of clangs resonated through the hull, as the clamps took hold of the dropship and secured it.  Jason looked down over the bow and saw that the doors were closing, while the sudden lateral thrust of the ship told him that the cargo ship was starting to turn.

What was that? Myri sent.


We’re inside the cargo ship, and its starting to move.


Thank Trelle, when do we get out of here? Zora asked.


We don’t, the ship’s nothing but a flying cargo bay.  It’s robotic, it doesn’t have anywhere to put us.


Nuts.

Myri floated into the door and then pushed over to the cockpit seats, then strapped in to the pilot’s chair.  A few deft commands on the holographic keyboard brought up a second screen with elegant Faey script.


[Automated Cargo Carrier MDK83-2 online.  Telemetry links enabled.  Available link displays:  Camera system; Navigation; Ship Status; Drone Activity; Cargo Manifests]


“What are you doing?”


“These old robot ships have an open system,” Myri told him as she touched the holographic screen over words, which changed the display.  “Sometimes, when they carry people like this one is doing now, it allows the passengers to establish a passive link with the computer’s operating system, so we can see what’s going on outside or see what the ship’s going to do, but we can’t change any of its commands.  I’m getting us into the ship’s navigation right now.  Those Kimdori had to program the ship to tell it where to go, and when I get there, I can see where they’re sending us.”


“Oh.  When did you learn about all this?”


“I’m a Marine, Jason,” she told him with a glance.  “We train for ship to ship combat, so we have to know how various ships work in case we ever have to board one.”


“Ah.”


“Here we go, let me bring up navigation.  I’ll project it up onto the windshield.”


They looked as the windshield shimmered, then a holographic projection appeared of a starmap.  Jason saw Draconis on that map as a yellow dot with a label, then a dotted, curved line appeared as the map zoomed out.  The dotted line connected with a blue dot quite some distance away, connected by what Jason would call a pilot’s arc back to Draconis.


Myri gasped.  “Are they insane?” she demanded.  “We have to get off this thing!”


“Myri, where are we going?”


“They have this thing set to send us to Karis!” she snapped.  “If we come within fifty million kathra of the planet, we’ll be fried by radiation!  What were they thinking?” she demanded as she typed furiously on her keyboard.


Karis.  The ancestral home of the Karinnes, destroyed over a thousand years ago at the beginning of the Third Civil War.  He remembered what he read, that the planet was bombed with Omega weapons, which poisoned the planet with deadly radiation that killed everyone who didn’t die during the bombardment, and did it so quickly that they didn’t even have time to get on ships and escape the planet.  Omega radiation was that lethal.


Why send him there, though?  The planet was destroyed, and he couldn’t even get close enough to survive if he tried!  It didn’t make any sense!


But Miaari knew it would kill him when she sent him there, so, maybe…maybe it wouldn’t.


He had to have faith.  He had to believe that Miaari wouldn’t send him there to die.  After all, she had had so many opportunities to kill him already, the idea of sending him to be cooked by a radioactive planet didn’t really make much sense.


He put a hand over Myri’s blurring hands, quelling her.  “No,” he said softly.  “We have to trust Miaari.  She wouldn’t send us there just to die.”

“Jason, I know you trust the dog, but you can’t trust her this blindly,” she pressed.  “She’s sending us to a radioactive wasteland!”


“She knows we can’t survive there, Myri,” he said adamantly.  “So she wouldn’t send us there unless she knew we’d be alright.  Let’s at least get there.  If this thing uses hyperspace to get around, that means it can’t jump into the interior of a star system.  It has to come in at the edge and then come in under regular engines.  We can check things out from the edge when we arrive, and go from there.  Alright?”


Myri gave him a stern look, then sighed and nodded.  “We’d have time to take over the drone ship and get it to take us home, but I don’t like the idea of it.  Karis is legally off limits, Jason.  If we get stranded there, nobody’s gonna come to rescue us.   Nobody would, unless we were lucky enough to have a Jakkan ship nearby.”


“What’s a Jakkan?”


“The Jakkan are a race that’s part of the Core Federation, the nation that borders us on the other side, towards the center of the galaxy,” she told him.  “Jakkans are immune to radiation.  They’d be the only ones that could come in to get us, but since they give off radiation themselves, it wouldn’t be a good thing to be stuck on a ship with them for very long.”


“Oh.  Well, we’ll just have to see, won’t we?”


“Boy, I’m gonna beat you if you get us stuck there,” she told him.


“Trust me, Myri, if we get stuck there, I’ll let you beat me all you want,” he grunted.


It took them six hours to get to the edge of the Draconis star system, and in that time of weightless waiting, Jason could only wonder what Miaari had in mind for them.  She was sending them to Karis, a poisoned planet that would kill them before they could even get within sight of it…but she wouldn’t do that unless she was sure they’d be alright.  It didn’t make any sense, and seemed a little insane, but Jason had to hold to his faith that Miaari was truly looking out for him, and trust her.  Trust her in a way he had never trusted anyone before, for she was sending him into what looked like certain death.


Karis.  What would they find there?  What was there that was so important that Miaari would kidnap Myleena and pile them into a ship to send them there, send them to a forbidden planet that glowed with lethal radiation?


He had time to ponder it, as did Myleena.  They sat strapped to their chairs, debating the issue as the Marines floated about the cargo bay idly, doing maintenance on their armor, playing games, or in the case of Zora and Min, taking a nap.  They wouldn’t let him spend all his time in quiet consideration, however, for they hadn’t seen him for a long time, and some of them didn’t know him very well.  So he and Myleena had quite a bit of friendly visitation from the Marines, as they renewed their friendships with Jason, and got to know Myleena, Meya, and Songa.  He got to laugh with Sheleese, the squad clown, and get kisses on his cheeks at the same time from Lyn and Bryn, the cautious twins, and had Zora immediately start talking shop with him about flying and dropships, as they chatted about some new dropship and skimmers that had come out and Zora complained about some new rule changes coming down the pike that were going to be instituted at the beginning of next year.  Zora seemed to glow with pleasure when he asked her how her son was doing, pleased that he would remember.  Meya and Myri seemed to strike up an immediate friendship, hovering over on the side with a pair of MPAC rifles in their hands, talking about military tactics, guns, and other things martial.  Both were professional veteran soldiers, one a Marine and the other a personal bodyguard, so they had a lot of common ground.  Sheleese, Ilia, Lyn and Bryn were playing Queen’s Swords using a magboard and a special deck of zero-g cards that Bryn owned,  though Ilia still looked a little greenish around the cheeks.  Maya was talking with Songa a few rows back, as Songa gave her some tips on field treatment; Maya doubled as the squad medic.  Yana was checking her armor, piece by piece, hovering there in the cargo bay nude with her armor tied down to straps hanging off the wall, meticulously inspecting each part of it.  She had no qualms about disrobing in front of her squadmates or other women, and though Jason was a man, he was also the husband of a squadmate, so that made him like family.

I see they issued you new armor, Jason noted to Yana, after Myleena untied to go to the bathroom.

She turned and looked over her shoulder at him.  Yeah, she sent, and again Jason could feel her raw power.  They told him that Yana almost never sent, she preferred to speak…but for some reason, she had no reservations about sending to Jason.  This is what we get to wear everywhere else, the Ajax.  Nested MPACs, antigrav pods for zero-g operations and limited flight capability in gravity wells, telemetry, sensors, ground to space gravband comm system, the whole pod of kaba nuts.


It’s a lot like mine, he noted.  Sounds like you have a few more systems than mine does.


You have armor?  What kind?


ZPS, he answered.  EM-60.

Wow, those are really good.  Expensive, but really good.  
Come over, I’ll show you ours.

Jason unbelted and pushed off his seat, floating over to her.  She braced one hand on the bulkhead and grabbed his hand with the other, and the touching of their hands caused her telepathic power to flare in his mind, as he unconsciously reached out to him, to try to join their minds.  Jason had to actively defend himself from that push into his self, but the force behind it was very passive, very gentle.  As soon as he offered resistance to it, it stopped advancing and quickly retreated.  She blushed furiously and let go, lowering her eyes. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered.  “When I touch people sometimes, that just kinda happens.”


“It’s alright, accidents happen,” he assured her.  “So, what else do these puppies do that’s different from my ZPS?”


She showed him all the systems in Marine AJX Battle Armor, or just Ajax as the Marines called it, standard issue, built by a special personal combat systems division of Merrane Macrotechnology.  Hovering there talking with Yana showed him that Yana was a little shy around him since she didn’t know him very well, almost embarassed about her incredible telepathic power, but she was trying to reach out and get to know him.

She explained how all their systems worked, basicly as they just passed the time, then Yana broached a subject that caught Jason off guard.  “Jason, what was it like?”


“What was what like?”


“Having sex with Jyslin.”


He gave her a startled look.  “That’s, er, a personal question, Yana.”


“No, what was it like to, you know, do it,” she asked, touching his temple with her finger meaningfully.  “Boys won’t let me do it, they’re afraid of me,” she told him in a quiet voice.  “They’re afraid I’m too strong for them, that I might hurt them.  But you and Jyslin are both so strong, almost as strong as me, I was curious how you did it without, well, hurting yourselves.  You know?”


He laughed nervously.  “Oh, that.  Well, we were just careful, that’s all,” he told her.  “I trusted that Jyslin wouldn’t hurt us.”


She chewed on the end of her finger absently.  I wish other boys believed that, she told him.  I’ve always wanted to try it, but boys are scared of me.


Well, don’t look at me, he warned.


She looked up at him, then giggled.  Of course not, you silly.  If we did that, Jyslin would kill both of us.  I was just hoping you could, like, you know, explain how you did it without hurting yourselves, so I could explain it to a boy.  I guess you wouldn’t be scared of it, though.  You and Jyslin are almost equally strong, so there’s no huge gap there to intimidate you.


I didn’t realize Faey men were afraid of women like that.


Well, they’re afraid of me, she fretted.  They say I’m too strong, and I’ll hurt them.  You know, get lost in it and burn out their brains or something silly like that.  They’re afraid of opening themselves up like that to me, you know, no defenses.

Well, sounds to me like you just need to find a guy that trusts you.


You make it sound so easy, she accused.  It’s not like I’ll ever find a guy like you, either.

Why not?


Jason, I’d put a year’s pay on the fact that you’re the strongest male telepath in the entire Imperium, she told him seriously.  You are way over other males, and you’re much stronger now than you were back in New Orleans.  Your power has grown along with your control over it.  I almost wouldn’t believe a male could be as strong as you if I didn’t know you personally.  I guess that Faey blood in you mixed very well with your human blood and produced a male telepath with a woman’s power.


Maybe that’s why Trillane is so afraid of me, he mused.  Not me personally, but what I might represent, a force of native telepaths strong enough to face them down.


If I were Trillane, I would be, she nodded.  How strong was that other male?  Tim, wasn’t it?


Strong, but not as strong as me, he answered.  Though Temika is really strong, up to a Marine’s standard.  Maybe you’re right there, Yana, maybe children from a human and a Faey are very strong natural telepaths.


Temika?  Another human telepath?


Jason nodded.  I met her in the preserve, after I left New Orleans.  She’s a powerful telepath, and she also throws a mean left hook.  She could easily pass the Marine base test.


Stronger than you?


He shook his head.


Well, your title is assured then, strongest human telepath, she told him with a grin.  You marry a Marine, baby, you better be the best.  We don’t allow weaklings in here.

Listen to you, he teased.  Making statements like that with your bare ass hanging out where everyone can see it.


Like they care, she sent scathingly.  If they did care, I don’t wanna know about it.

Jason laughed.


He and Myleena continued to speculate after Yana started putting her armor back on, but they simply could not understand why Miaari was sending them to Karis.  There was just too much left out, too many holes.  The only thing they really could say was that there was something there that Miaari felt they had to see, and that somehow it was tied in with the rebellion on Earth, that it would help Jason in his struggle against Trillane.  But what could be on Karis that would do that?  Maybe some old Karinne machines, like old fighters and stuff, that weren’t blown up in the bombardment?  If that was so, they’d have to decontaminate them.  They could probably get some rifles and such, but given it was from a thousand years ago, they wouldn’t be MPACs.  They’d be hot plasma rifles or ion rifles, the technologies in use back then.

They ran out of time to speculate, however, because Myri shouted out from the cockpit that the ship was entering its hyperspace countdown, and they’d better strap in.  “What’s hyperspace like?”


“It’s a jump, Jason,” Maya told him.  “It’s very fast.  We jump into hyperspace and travel between the origin and destination, then drop out of hyperspace.  A trip to Karis is pretty far, so, what you think Lyn?  Twenty seconds?”


“About that,” she nodded.  “Hyperspace travel is very fast, Jason.  It only gets long if you’re like moving between two empires or something like that.  You move about a parsec a second in hyperspace.”


“That’s in hyperspace, though,” Bryn added.  “Time moves different in there.  It’ll take us about twenty seconds, but out here, it’ll take us about four days.”


“Four days?”


“For everyone else.  For us, it’ll take about twenty seconds.  It goes into relativity theory shit, you know.  We’ll be moving in a different time reference while we’re in hyperspace.”


“Einstein would have loved to meet you guys,” Jason told them as Myri sent from the cockpit.  Everyone strapped in?


Just a sec, Sarge, Sheleese sent as she helped Songa adjust her shoulder strap, then she pulled herself into the seat next to the doctor and quickly and professionally strapped herself in.  Alright.

We’re good, Ilia answered.  We’re ready to go.


Alright, we’re jumping in thirty seconds.


I’ve never jumped hyperspace before, Songa sent openly. Just using stargates. Is it scary?


Not really, Zora answered her.  The ship’ll shake a little when we jump in, then shake a little more when we jump out.  While we’re in, time will go all screwy and you might get a little dizzy and may see things that aren’t there, but it’s normal.


What do you mean, screwy? Jason asked.


For some, it’ll seem like time stops, to others, it’ll look like time’s going by at like years every second, but it’s all just an illusion created by our three dimensional brains when they’re in higher dimensional space.  You also might see things you know aren’t there, and hear and smell things, too, but they’re just sensory ghosts where our brains are trying to make sense of things it can’t understand.  When we drop out, everything you see will vanish and it’ll be just like it was when we jumped in.  You’ll see, she told them.


We had to take training for it, Min told them.  Some people don’t jump well, but Marines have to jump when we go to systems that don’t have stargates.  So we take training so we can control the illusions.  They freak some people out.


You had to tell us that right before we’re about to do it? Jason sent hotly.


Oh, did I do that? she sent, her thought dripping with vast insincerity.


I’m gonna spank you, woman! Jason snapped at her as Myri broke in.


Three, two, one, here we go!

Jason wasn’t sure he liked the idea of seeing hallucinations, so he simply closed his eyes as the ship started to rock and throb and vibrate, but he certainly knew it when they jumped out of normal space, because he felt…different.  His thoughts suddenly flowed like the purest water, a cascade of crystalline awareness that poured forth in gentle waves.  He found himself opening his eyes to a vision that some people would say was drug induced, as the interior of the dropship cargo bay seemed to twist and undulate, like the metal bulkheads were made of silly putty, and the air became warm and heavy.  A tendril of Myleena’s blond hair drifted lazily into view, and he turned his head to look at her.  It was like she was moving in slow motion, her rose colored eyes turning towards his as her head tilted.  There were…sounds.  Murmurings, like a million billion voices all whispering at once, a wild cacophony that tickled at his consciousness in the strangest way, like he could almost understand what they were saying.  He saw little sparkles of light all around Myleena, sparkles that flowed away from her and swirled around his eyes, then seemed to dance in midair before hurtling with startling speed out through the wall of the bulkhead, vanishing from sight.

It was like the snapping of a rubber band.  The shifting walls shuddered, pulled taut, and then SNAP, they looked normal again.  The ship began to shake and rock, and Jason felt that strange feeling in his brain fade quickly, returning to normal, telling him that their jump was complete, and they were there.


Shakedown! Myri sent commandingly, and the Marines all started checking each other, and no less than four Marines put a hand on him and checked him using telepathy, making sure he was alright.


“Jason, that thing.  Miaari told you to put it on as soon as we got here,” Songa reminded him as Ilia unstrapped her from her seat, and she floated out of it.


Jason looked down where he had half of it in his pocket, then pulled it out and looked at it.  He saw the two downward jutting tines, his ear supposed to go between them, and he oriented it so he could put it on.


He didn’t hesitate, even though he had no idea what this thing was or why he had to wait to put it on here.  He set it over his head, over his ear, then pushed it down.  The top piece touched the top of his head just as the base of it settled against the top of his ear, and the tine that would jut out over his cheek slid past his vision and took up residence as a visible blackness just at the bottom edge of his vision.


It settled into place, and it felt cool to the skin of his face and head.  Then it seeemed to warm up, almost impossibly so.


[Please be seated, imprint process will commence in five seconds.]

That voice was inside his mind!


“Demir’s sword!” Yana gasped in shock, putting her hands to her head, as Myleena visibly paled.


“What?”


“Get it off him!” she literally screamed, scrambling to get her straps off.  “Take it off him!  Hurry!”


Meya reached from her seat beside him for the device, but it was too late.  Jason took in his breath as he felt his brain literally explode.  The thing, the device, it was telepathic.  It drove into his brain like a spear, quickly spreading its awareness through him like a tidal wave, and then it started analyzing, inspecting, studying.  Jason’s hands seized on the seat and he began to jerk and convulse uncontrollably, and Meya and Zora, who had been sitting on either side of him, tried to push him down into the seat, panic racing across their features, but there was more to it than that.  Jason was sending, and his sending was chaotic, nonsensical, and it was so strong that it made everyone in the dropship wince and cry out, as they had to defend themselves against his disjointed open sending, so strong that more than one Faey’s nose began to bleed as they tried to protect themselves from it.  The device searched through his brain, it puzzled out the activity it found there, and then it seemed to orient itself to the patterns it discovered.  A thousand garbled images and sounds flowed through his brain, but they slowly started to make sense, to be comprehensible, as the device assimilated itself to the unique aspects of the way Jason’s mind worked, things that made him who he was, and then seamlessly and painlessly settled itself into those patterns, becoming a literal extension of himself, a part of his mind outside of his mind, as man and machine joined somewhere in the middle to form a new cognitive whole.  The wild sending Jason was releasing on them toned down, settled down, became rational once again, and then it stopped altogether.

[Imprint is complete.  Gestalt Model 141B, Software version 2837A11.002, online and fully operational.]

Jason panted, putting his head back.  Holy shit!  Was this the secret the Kimdori had been hiding all this time?  Was this what she had sent him here to discover?


The thing on his face…it wasn’t an ornament, it was a computer…and it was telepathic.  It had established a telepathic communion with him, and he could feel it on the edges of his awareness even now, patiently waiting for him to give it orders to carry out.


Holy Lord above.  Was this what Miaari wanted him to see?  Was this what she wanted him to know, that the Karinnes had done what many considered impossible, and had created a machine that could interface with Faey telepathy?


No, there had to be more to it.  She could have just given him this thing and told him to put it on, or told him about it.  What she wanted him to see, what she wanted him to find, was out here.  It was in this star system, in the ruins of the homeworld of the house of Karinne.  That was what she wanted him to see.  That was where he had to go.  He just knew it.

“Jason!  Jason, are you alright?” Meya asked, her face pale, concern all over her face as she put her hands on the device and prepared to pull it off him.


“No!” he said in a strangled tone, grabbing her wrist and seizing it in a powerful, desperate grip.  He was aware of the device, it was like it was a part of himself…if she pulled it off him, he had no idea what might happen!  “No, don’t!  Don’t take it off!”

“What the hell was that?  What happened?” Myri shouted as she floated in from the cockpit, tiny beadlets of blood floating away from her nose.


Myleena gave him a deep, searching look.  “Is it?  Is it really?” she asked in a whisper.


He nodded.


“Yana?” Ilia asked desperately.


“That thing, that thing is telepathic,” she said, almost in disbelief.  “I could hear it turn on when Jason put it on.  It can send!  It’s a telepathic machine!”


“That’s impossible!” Myri snapped.


“No, she’s right,” Jason said, getting his breathing back under control.  “It, it had to imprint itself so it could talk to me, but it’s working now,” he told them as Meya let it go, and he traced light fingers along the warm metal.  “It’s, it’s called a gestalt,” he told them as the machine told him exactly what it was when he wanted to know.  It had heard his thought and supplied him with the answer.  “It calls itself a personal assisting device, it’s like a personal computer that interfaces with me directly with telepathy.  It’s talking to me right now.”


“What’s it saying?” Min asked as Myri barked “well, why did it do that to you?”


“It had to imprint to me,” he answered Myri.  “It’s saying that there’s a brief period of mental disjunction when a gestalt initiates the imprint process.  That’s why it told me to sit down before it started.”


They were all silent, for a long moment. “That’s why she told you not to put it on until you got here,” Myleena reasoned, breaking the silence.  “If you put that on on Draconis, every Faey within fifty kathra would have heard that.”


“She knew what it was, that’s for sure,” Bryn agreed.  “And now I wonder what other things we might find in this star system that shouldn’t exist.”


“And that’s why we’re here,” Maya said evenly.  “The Kimdori are going to reveal their secret, and they chose us to show it to.”


“I guess so,” Jason said, shaking his head. The gestalt was very snugly attached to him, seeming to glue itself to his skin, but it was neither uncomfortable nor heavy.  He really couldn’t even feel its weight, the only hint he had that it was there was that light touch on the back of his mind from the unit and the little black bar that he could see at the bottom of his vision.  He found it a bit annoying, and then, to his surprise, the color changed to a dull metal gray.  The unit could change the color of its housing!


The ship shook slightly.  Myri looked back towards the cockpit, then grumbled.  “The ship’s opening its cargo bay doors and releasing the clamps,” she warned.   “Everyone strap back in!” she barked.  “Zora, come up and pilot this thing!  It’s off autopilot now!”


“I guess from here, we have to go on our own,” Myleena said quietly.  “We have to decide to go on, or we just have the cargo transport take us home.”


“We have to choose,” Jason said in agreement.


“Well, I say we go on,” Sheleese said loudly.  “Who knows what we’re gonna find out here?  If the Karinnes could build a telepathic computer, I wanna see what else they managed before they were destroyed!  Hell, we might find the recipe for the perfect man!”


Jason and Myleena shared a long, personal, private look.  They knew that whatever they found here would concern them.  They were the descendents of the Karinnes, and as Miaari had said, this was their birthright, as much as the gestalt that was now attached to Jason’s mind was.  What else was here.  What was here that was so important that Miaari would go to these extremes to show them?  It had to be very important, and that meant that it was something that they should investigate.

“We go,” Myleena said, holding her hand out to him.


“We go,” he agreed, taking her hand.  “I’m going up into the cockpit.  I want to see, and besides, I’m the second best pilot on this ship.  Zora might need a seasoned hand in the second chair.”


“Good point.  Go,” Myri ordered.  “I’ll take the engineer’s chair.”


Jason patted Myleena’s hand before floating up front and pulling himself into the right chair.  Zora was already strapped in and putting her headset on, then she tapped a series of buttons on the glass panel that enabled the controls on her side and took autopilot offline.  “Alright, where are we going?” she asked as she inched the dropship down, out of the cargo bay of the transport.  As soon as they were clear, the bay doors closed, but the ship did not move.  It simply began to wait.  Clearly, it would wait for them to return.

“Karis,” Jason said.  “That’s why we’re here, so let’s start with that.”


“If we’re not cooked before we get there.  I’m getting radiation readings already, and we’re about four billion kathra away.  Karis is lighting up almost as bright as its sun on the radiation sensors.”


“Well, let’s go in that direction and see if we don’t see anything interesting before we get so close that it gets dangerous,” he said.


“We can get about halfway in before it becomes dangerous,” she estimated.  “We’re gonna need shields to get much further than this.  Check the ship’s status, Jayce, see what she’s got.”


“Got it,” he said, typing on a holographic keyboard on his side.  He brought up an image of the ship as it listed its operational equipment.  “Thirty megajoules, that console,” he pointed to a panel on her side.


“Not bad,” she nodded, tapping the display to bring it up, then activating them.  “Those are some beefy shields for a ship this size.”  She glanced at him, as she pushed the throttle.  They all sank a little into their chairs as the dropship began to accelerate, and out here, in space, they would continue to accelerate until she neutralled the throttle.  They were using space protocols now, the navigation of ships by vectors, and they could get the ship up to about a quarter of light speed before they started overloading the engines, as their location in space changed too rapidly for the unit to be able to translate that space and then distort it to induce acceleration.  “Alright if I send, hon?”

“Yeah, I’m fine now,” he answered.


She nodded.  Alright girls, stay strapped while we get up to cruising speed, and then you’re free to move around.  We’re gonna have four hours of cruising until we get to where we have to turn around because of the radiation.


The texture of her sending was…strange.  Jason thought about it, and realized that her sending felt sharper, more clarifying than usual. He was sensing suble texures and undercurrents of her thought he had never noticed before.  He had no trouble understanding it, but he realized that he could sense more than just the thought she was projecting.  He could sense her excitement about the idea of exploring Karis, and more than a little fear, and worry that all that radiation was going to blind the sensors and make it impossible to get any reading, requiring them to be able to physically see…which would be way too close.  He could sense that she was worried about him, and she was wildly curious about the device on his ear.  She wanted to know what it was, how it worked, and how the Karinnes had built it.

It was…bizarre.  He gave her a curious look, and she just gave him a smile.  What?

He gathered himself to send in reply, and then felt the gestalt engage.  It seemed to gather up his thought, coalesce it, and then pushed itself behind it.  When he did send, he distinctly felt it.  He wasn’t sending through the gestalt, but the gestalt was adding a little extra push behind it.  The thing was aiding his telepathy!  It didn’t just have the ability to understand telepathy, it was amplifying his own power, acting like a bullhorn!


Holy shit!  If all the Karinnes wore one of these, no wonder they were known as the most powerful telepaths in the Imperium!  Their telepathy was artificially boosted!

Wow, Jason sent, touching the gestalt.  Myleena!  In a second, the entirety of everything he experienced using the device was transmitted to her via sending; thoughts, feelings, sensations, things he could never explain or describe using the clumsy medium of words.  This was best explained using pure thought.


Incredible!  How much stronger does it feel? she asked in reply.


I can’t really tell, but sending is sharper, more clear than before.  I have a much better sense of the thought behind the sending.  Does mine seem any different?


Not different, but you have more clarity, Yana answered.  More bandwidth.  I’m getting more of a sense of your thought, and your emotions are bleeding into it a little more.


I’m starting to think that that little machine is something we really need to understand, Myleena told him.  I can’t wait to find one and take it apart, see how it works.


Miaari said you’d have to wait to get one of your own…I think she was hinting that we might find more of them.  Maybe these gestalts are what she sent us here to find.  If we put them on the other telepaths, they could protect whole units of troops from Faey soldiers.


We’ll find out soon enough, Zora injected, as she neutralled the throttle.  That’s as fast as I’m gonna push her, cause I want plenty of time to back off in case we get bad reading ahead.  You can move around now, girls.


Alright, Jason, come here.  Now, Myleena sent.  Let’s explore that device.


Oh, don’t even think of keeping me out of this, Yana sent urgently.


As the others looked on excitedly, Jason, Myleena, and Yana, the three strongest telepaths on the dropship, joined hands and entered into a willfull telepathic communion, sharing their thoughts with each other willingly, opening themselves up to each other, and then all three of them turned to the alien presence attached to the back of Jason’s consciousness.  Jason asked it, quite directly, what it was and what its function was.


[Processing.  Command processed.]

A detailed image of a menu appeared in his mind, a menu listing its programmed functions.  From the programming of the device, it had three basic functions.

The first function Jason had already discovered.  It helped to boost the natural power of a telepath by adding the machine’s strength to Jason’s mind, increasing his base level, in a way, giving him more power and more sensitivity, acting like a telepathic amplifier.


The second function was something Jason understood completely.  It was a computer, and its purpose was to assist its wearer.  It was like the panel he’d had back home, a personal computer, with most of the same basic abilities, but not as powerful as his panel…but this computer was directly linked to his brain, and it allowed him to control it with his own thoughts.  Its interface was telepathic.


And, because it was a machine, it had the ability to interact with other machines.  That was its third function.  It could control other machines that were set up to receive hyperthreaded gravband on a specific frequency, allowing a Faey wearing a gestalt to operate a skimmer without so much as touching the controls, for example, or interface with another computer that had access to Civnet.  He could surf Civnet using nothing but his brain…and that was a scary thought that brought memories of old movies like The Matrix or Ghost in the Shell back to him.  The range of the gestalt’s transmitter was only about five hundred shakra, which limited its ability to do this.


They had hoped to learn more about the device, maybe where it had come from and who had used it, but that was all that it had in its memory.  The device had no stored memory, no manuals, nothing that might help them understand how it worked.  Clearly, anyone who wore this device would be expected to already understand how to use it before imprinting it.  All they learned was that the date of manufacture for the device was 2837, and that Jason was its first registered user.  It had been factory fresh…but factory fresh, unused, for over thirteen hundred years.


But still, it was eye-opening.  The Karinnes had built this device, and it was clear that this wasn’t just some crude experiment.  They had plenty of experience with them, and its software version told him that it had undergone multiple software upgrades to its operating system, as they refined the programming more and more and more.  This was not an experiment.  This was a finished product.


“I wonder how many years they were building these things, and the rest of the Imperium never knew,” Yana breathed as they broke their communion.  “Never knew what the Karinnes had.”


“Maybe they did know,” Jason grunted.  “Maybe that’s why they were destroyed.”


“They wouldn’t destroy something like this,” Myleena said, touching the gestalt on Jason’s face.  Her stomach growled audibly, and she blushed slightly.  “I think my stomach is reminding me who’s in charge,” she said.  “I’m hungry.”

“Me too,” Jason admitted.


“I saw the Kimdori load some field rations in the storage bins.  They prepared us for this.”


“Now you tell me there’s food on this tub?  Thanks a lot!” Min snapped from the row behind them.  “I’m starving back here!”


“Seems our timeliness with information about matches yours, Min,” Myleena said cooly.


She laughed.  “Ohhhh, that’s right, are you gonna spank me now, Jason?” she asked, starting to undo her waist  strap, which was all that was holding her to her seat.  “Let me get my armor off, so we can both enjoy it!  We can even let the others watch.  It’ll be fun!”


“Min, you are weird,” Jason told her.


“No red blooded Faey girl turns down a spanking from a handsome boy,” she winked at him.  “Once you get his hand on your ass, you don’t have to urge him to move it very far to get it where you really want it to go, you know.”


“I’m married, Min.”


“So?”

Lyn came up behind Min and smacked her on the backside with her armored glove, which made her pitch forward.  “Was it good for you, baby?” she asked as Min pinwheeled out over the seats and towards the forward bulkhead.


The exchange was light and playful, but in a way, it told Jason that the Marines weren’t going to let this revelation and the new piece of hardware resting on Jason’s ear change their core idea of him, and for that, he was grateful.  To them, he was still just Jason.  Husband of one of their squad sergeants, focus of their current orders to protect him, and friend.

They all took a needed break for lunch, digging into the field rations the Kimdori had put on the dropship.  They were Faey rations, so Jason found himself eating something called dokar, which tasted something like pork.  Myeena traded him her dessert for his, because she didn’t like koya cake, but he found he rather liked it.


Jason, Sarge, come up here, Zora sent from the cockpit.


They floated up, Myri pushing him from behind has he handwalked his way through the hatch, and they both looked at an image she had projecting between the two pilot chairs.  It was an ovoid mechanical device.  There’s a string of these about fifteen minutes ahead of us.  None of them are giving off any energy signatures.  I think they’re relics from Karinne, old early warning satellites, maybe.


How many are there?


Not so many that we have to worry about getting past them.  Maybe one every thousand kathra or so.  I just didn’t think we should go by them without letting you know.


You sure they’re dead?


No energy signatures at all, at least I can see, she answered.  The radiation from the interior of the system is making it hard to get accurate sensor readings.  They’re covering all the channels with radiation snow.  That’s only gonna get worse as we get closer to Karis.

How far are we from that line of safety you were talking about? Myri asked.

About an hour, she answered.


Alright, let’s go ahead and go on, then.  But keep an eye on them.


Will do, boss.  Jason, up here with me.  I want another seat to keep an eye on those things as we get close.


Sure, Zora, he answered, floating over to the copilot’s chair and strapping himself in.  How was that field ration?


How are any of them?  Tasteless, but sickeningly nutritious, she answered, which made him laugh.  Every time I open one, I wonder if I’m ever gonna find someone’s finger inside.  Then I wonder if it was put there on purpose or by accident.


Eww, Jason sounded.


Yeah, eww.

Jason was assigned the task of tracking the drifting satellites as they approached, and watching the sensors to see if any of them started giving off any energy signatures.  None of them did, none of them changed their orbital tracks, none of them did anything.  Zora angled them safely through the line, about halfway between two of them and about five hundred kathra over their line.  As soon as they cleared the line of old satellites, Zora gasped and looked at her sensor window.  Hard.


“What?” Jason asked.


“All the radiation readings are gone,” she told him, giving him a confused look.  “Wait a minute, we just passed that line—“


“They were sensor jammers?” Jason asked in confusion.


“That was just way too sudden for them not to be,” she told him.  “What I’m reading now is much more normal radiation readings.  I’m getting a little return from where Karis is, but nothing like before.  It looks within Faey tolerance.”

Myri was called up to assess the situation, and they decided to keep going.  But they couldn’t get back to cruising speed, because the suddenyl different sensor readings were warning of a large number of inert objects ahead.  Myleena slowed down even more, slow to a speed where they could maneuver, and they found out what the strange readings were on their scopes as they reached the first of them.

Debris.  Floating debris so thick it looked like an asteroid field, all of it twisted metal.


A ship.  A big one, from the look of it, Zora sent as they carefully picked their way through the debris field.  Looks like she got hit right in the reactor and blew.


Why are the pieces all right here?  Wouldn’t they have drifted away?


Some have.  What’s here is probably about thirty percent of the ship, she answered.  But the debris has its own gravity field, and that pulls back all the larger pieces and the ones with low energy.  And remember, Jayce, all this junk is moving.  We’re going, what, about twenty thousand?  This debris is moving at the same speed we are.


Why do you say something hit it?


This ship was destroyed. See the blast burns right there on that piece of outer hull? she asked, pointing at a lazily spinning piece of flat metal that looked like bacon fried in a pan along its edges.  This ship was destroyed in combat.  From the looks of it, it had to be a really long time ago.  All the ship’s markings have faded on the outer hull pieces.  This might be the remnants of one of the ships that originally attacked Karis and destroyed the Karinnes.


[Contact.  Relay beacon.  Responding.]

What do you mean, respond?  What contact? Jason thought at the machine.

[Karinne relay beacon is querying.  Interfacing.]

What happened next could only be called an out of body experience.  The gestalt on his face reached out and made contact with some other device, and that device made a connection.  It reached right into the gestalt and then read the machine’s memory, then withdrew.


[Message found.  Accessing, please wait..]

“Jason, what’s happening?” Zora asked, looking at him.


Jason had his hand on the gestalt.  “It received a signal,” he answered.  “It tried to answer, but it couldn’t find some code.  It just talked with whoever contacted it, and now it’s downloading something.  I, I think maybe some parts of the old Karinne system are still working, Zora.  Something called a relay beacon just made contact with the gestalt.”

[Download complete.  Message, all Karinnes, emergency priority.  Reading.]

In his mind, an image formed, almost like looking at a monitor.  It was a Faey woman with long white hair, wearing a gestalt, and there was smoke behind her.  Anyone who receives this beacon broadcast, turn around immediately! she seemed to say.  We are under attack by Seditionist forces!  All Karinnes—

And the message ended.


That was sobering.  That message had been waiting for a thousand years to be be delivered, but it had been for nothing.


Jason sighed.  “One of their beacons is still working, even after all this time” he told Zora.  “It had a message.  It was a Karinne, warning that they were being attacked.”  He sent her a memory of what he saw in his mind’s eye, and his solemn sense tinted the thought.  Such a waste.


“Wow,” Zora breathed.  “But it makes sense that it may still be working, since there’s no radiation.”


They accelerated back to a cruising speed, but Jason didn’t leave the cockpit.  He and Zora stayed in the chairs, and others drifted in and out to look, see what was going on, as they got closer and closer to the not-so-irradiated planet of Karis.

That explained a great deal.  Miaari had to know the truth, know that Karis wasn’t as destroyed as the Imperium believed.


They were within functional sensor range, capable of reading more than just radiation…but it wasn’t a good start.  The place was devastated, that was clear, and they were also now close enough to get an extreme distance telescopic image of the planet.  It was disconcerting.  Vast craters where cities must have been, nothing but a planet of brown and blue, bare rock and earth and oceans, covered in bands of white clouds.  All the plants and animals, gone, nothing but sterile earth and water.  As they approached, they saw that there were some intact ruins, ruins of smaller towns that hadn’t been directly bombed, and as the planet rotated, new tracts of land and sea became visible.


“Still no energy readings,” Zora noted.  “No satellites in orbit outside of its natural moon, none at all. That’s weird.  There should at least be some satellites up, even if they don’t work anymore. Not unless they were all shot down.”


They looked out the windshield, and saw a tiny little brown dot in the distance, which was Karis.  On the monitor, however, they had a very detailed view of the planet, so detailed they could focus on a single building sitting on the surface.  That’s where it was now, focused on a single building, with several vehicles laying on the sterile earth around it.  No plants.  No animals.  Not even any skeletons or clothes.  The place was uninhabited.


“Hold on, I’m getting a faint energy signature,” Zora said as she panned back, getting back to a planetary view, and her eyes locked on the lower right corner of the planet, at a new part of the planet that had rotated into view.  “Look at that!” she gasped, then she quickly focused in on that area, and zoomed in.


It was a large island in the southern hemisphere, with a large volcanic cone mountain in its center.  What separated this island from everything else they had seen so far was that it was green.


There were trees there!  Trees!  Zora zoomed in and managed to get individual trees on the monitor, then panned out and showed that the entire island was carpeted in trees and grass.

“What in the bloody hell is going on,” Zora breathed.  “Plants?  Someone must have cleaned up all the radiation, and they’re terraforming the planet to make it habitable again.  And they’re hiding what they’re doing behind a sensor jamming network.”


“Who could do it?”


“Nobody,” Zora said.  “Omega radiation will kill just about anything but a Jakkan, who wouldn’t change it, or a—“ she gasped, and looked Jason in the eye.  “Or a Kimdori!”


“Is this what she wanted us to see?  See her people terraforming Karis back to where it’s inhabitable?”


“Why?  She could have just told us,” Zora mused.


“Yeah.  So, Myri, do we land?”


Myri drifted up from her chair behind them and looked at the image.  “There’s a building complex here,” she said, pointing.  “It’s all still standing.  There’s a landing platform.”  She pointed to a little white square near the buildings, a tiny white square surrouned by green.  “Put us down there, Zora.  Carefully.”  Armor up, Myri sent seriously.  We got thirty minutes til we hit the ground.  Get ready.

“You got it, boss,” Zora told her.


Jason, Myleena, Meya, and Songa were in the cockpit as they began the approach to the dead planet, dead everywhere but one small island in the southern hemisphere.  There were just so many questions broiling around in Jason’s head, it wasn’t even worth it to try to answer, or even talk about, them.  The only way to finally understand what Miaari said, what Miaari was doing, was go down there and look.  That’s what she wanted them to do.  That’s what all of this was leading up to, all of her work to get him where he was.  She had gone to a lot of trouble to get him here and leave him in a state of virtual ignorance, with only this dot of green in a barren wasteland and a telepathic computer attached to the side of his head to go on.

But what was there?  What truth was there that Miaari wanted him to find, a truth that would help save the humans of Earth from Trillane, a truth that would let him go home and kick them off Earth, and be with his beloved Jyslin once again?  Weapons?  Technology?  Who knew.  He just knew that all the answers were down there, in that oasis of green surrounded by dead brown and sterile blue.


Atmospheric contact in thirty seconds, Zora warned them.  Everyone prepare for turbulence.

All the joking in the back had stopped.  Eight Marines were in full armor, carrying MPACs, were strapped down and ready to ride out their entry, and they were all business.


The ship bucked only slightly as Zora skillfully brought the ship down into the atmosphere, and lined them up on an entry vector that would take them to the island.  The ship decelerated as it descended down into an atmosphere that was not contaminated with deadly radiation, like everyone believed, dropping down into a blue sky illuminated by a blue star of a sun.  Jason felt more and more nervous and anxious as they approached the solitary oasis of life in this desert, as he read off the sensor readings of the outside to the others.  Oxygen is 1.3 of normal, gravity is .94, pressure is 1.05.  No poisonous gasses detected.  No radiation.  No biological signatures anywhere.  Not even microbes.

Five minutes, Zora warned as they decelerated even more, and the island came into view on the horizon.  They descended to fifteen thousand shakra and made their approach, as Jason watched the sensors and Zora kept one eye on the windshield and the other on her instruments.


No  communications, Jason informed everyone.  Not even from this, he added, touching the gestalt.  But I’m reading a faint energy signature on that island, at the same level we got from orbit.

The dropship deployed its landing skids and slowed to an approach speed, as Zora’s light touch on the controls brought the compound into view.  It was a cluster of ten glass buildings built on a low plain near the ocean, two of which had sides that descended right down into the water.  The buildings were connected with walkways, some of them bridges between them.  No contacts, Yana called.  It’s deserted.  There’s no sentient life out there, not even animals.

The landing platform was behind the compound, on the edge of a lush forest, and Zora brought the ship over the white pad with red circles on it, and set the ship down so lightly there was barely a bump, right in the center of the platform.

By the time Jason and the others were up and coming out of the cockpit, the back ramp was open, someone was throwing Zora her helmet, and four Marines were already deployed at the base of the ramp in a cover formation, rifles ready as all of them swept the area looking for minds, looking for any possible combatants that Yana might have missed.  I don’t sense anyone at all, Myleena told him, sending to Jason privately.


I have no motion anywhere, Bryn reported, holding up a small hand sensor.  The buildings have a faint power source.  I think some of them are still operational.


Which one has the most power?


The big one right here in front of us.

Bryn, Sheleese, point.  Min, Ilia stay here and guard the ship.  Miss Songa, stay here please, I’m not taking any doctor into an unknown situation.  It’d be my ass.  Everyone else, two by two, no more than ten shakra spread, keep the noncoms in the middle, Myri commanded.  We’re moving in to investigate that building

I’m no fucking noncom, Meya protested.  Someone find me a rifle.


Here, Yana called, lobbing her MPAC to Meya, then she extended the barrels of her nested forearm guns.


Take this, Maya told Jason, handing him her rifle.  He took it and held it low and ready, while Maya too extended her forearm guns.


What am I, a memory?  I’m a Naval officer, Myleena barked.  Give me a rifle.  I won’t blow off my own foot.


Here ya go, Ilia called, handing her rifle off.  I don’t think I’ll need it here at the dropship.

No firing unless you can confirm your target, Myri barked.  Nothing alive here, but I’m not gonna have you bitches blowing holes in maintenance droids because you’re fucking spooked.  We’re Marines, ladies, let’s show them what that means.

Jason was a little frightened as they crept into the building, a building that, he noticed, was clean.  He expected dust to be all over everything, but there was no dust anywhere.  The air inside was a bit stale, and it was warm and a little dry inside, and the hallways leading off from the room into which they moved were dark and foreboding.  They came into a reception area, probably for visitors arrving on the landing pad, with a schedule of arrivals and departures still hanging over the reception desk, a moment frozen in time from over a thousand years ago.  Ilia jumped the desk and got behind the computer monitor, banging on the panel a few times.  No power here, she called.


Power readings downstairs, Bryn called.


Infrared, she ordered.  Maya, guide the ones with no helmets.  Bryn, find us a way down.


Already on it.  This way, she called, pointing to the passage leading out of the room across from the outer door.


They moved down the darkening hallway quickly and efficiently, as Maya had Jason keep a hand on her shoulder as they moved so he didn’t get lost. Meya kept her hand on his shoulder, and Myleena had her hand on Meya’s, as they moved into a dim murk that made it very hard for them to see.  Bryn navigated them around several turns and down long passages lined with doors, doors that made Jason wonder what this building was for.  Was it an office building?  A hospital?  A research facility?  It was too dark to read any of the faded signs, and he hadn’t thought to read the signs back in the reception room.  They reached an area of brightening light, and found a single red lamp illuminating a stairway that led both up and down.  The sound of clack clack clack suddenly echoed along the stairwell, as the Marines stepped off the carpet and onto hard tile, and their armored boots clacked on the floor every time they lowered their feet.  Bryn led them down two levels, pausing to check the readings on her little sensor, and then waved it at a door on the third level down.  The power reading is on this floor, she called.  About five hundred shakra that way.


Bryn opened the door, and they looked into pitch blackness…or at least Jason did.  Maya led them in, past the red light of the stairwell, and then Jason stumbled when the gestalt on his face seemed to throb.


[Contact.  CBIM query.  Responding.]

“Stop!” Jason gasped.  “The gestalt just got queried!”


Queried?


Something is trying to contact it, Myleena answered Myri.  I think they work on some kind of dedicated frequency.

Freqency my ass, I can hear it, Yana grated.  Those machines are sending to each other.  I just can’t understand it.  It’s like a computer sending, it’s so fast I can’t make any of it out.

Jason was nearly blinded when the lights suddenly came on.  He blinked as the stars blurred in his eyes, then he rubbed his eyes as everything came into focus.  They were in a long hallway, the walls a series of mosaics, paintings, and etchings of various Faey men and women, all of them wearing a gestalt.  The set of double doors at the end of that hall, about a hundred feet away, then opened.


No movement! Bryn barked as she waved the sensor in the direction of the open door.  I got a power spike now.  The whole building is powering up!


Jason looked at the open doorway at the end of the hall.  “I think we’re being invited in,” he said aloud.


“Let’s go see what they want,” Myleena said.


“Let’s,” Myri said.  Move in, keep your cool, ladies.

They advanced to the end of the hall, and moved into a cavernous rectangular room, clearly underground.  It was dominated by a huge crystalling spire that rose up from the base of the floor, surrounded by a slender three rail fence that kept anyone from touching it.  Machines lined the walls of the huge room, all of them now visibly powering up, some with lights blinking and others with technology within making a whining sound as they came online.


After all this time, all this still works? Myleena sent, her thought impressed.


Now we know why we needed that thing, Songa sent, looking at Jason.  Without it, nothing would turn on!  None of this starting turning on until after it contacted that, what did you call it—gestalt, right?

I think you’re right, Jason agreed.  And Miaari knew it.


I’m starting to wonder just how much Miaari really knows, Meya added.


Everything was on.  The room was alive with the sound of a hundred low, gentle hums, and they all looked around in confusion and expectation.  This is the computer core, Myleena realized.  Their mainframe.  All this is the mainframe.

There was a sudden shimmering light in front of them, a ray of light projected from the ceiling.  That light seemed to sparkle in front of them, then it shimmered and compressed, slowly taking on a form that they all recognized.  It slowly twisted into the form of a nude Faey female, the feet and calves lost in an electron mist, without pubic hair or nipples, a simple estimation of a Faey female body, but with a full head of glittering golden hair, longer than she was tall, fanning out behind her.  The figure wore only one piece of adornment, and that was a gestalt.  Eyes opened, golden eyes the same color as the hair, and then they focused on Jason directly.


[Welcome,] the holographic figure sent, lacking any warmth or emotion, a simple mechanical voice given telepathic form.  [Stand forth, child of Sora Karinne of the First Generation, and be recognized.]

Jason remembered that name, the name of the woman whose picture was in that file he read, the one with the long straight hair—he looked at this projection, and realized that her features were the same.  This hologram was patterned on the appearance of Sora Karinne!


Jason and Myleena stepped out from the middle of the Marines.


[Welcome home,] the projection told them.  [Will there be others returning home?  Are you the vanguard of the exiles?]

We, we don’t know, but us two are the only ones we know about, Jason sent to the projection in reply.  Excuse our confusion, but we don’t understand.  We don’t understand what’s going on.  Who are you?  How did this place survive the attack?

It didn’t respond.

[I detect an attempt to communicate, through your gestalt.  Have you forgotten the art of communion?  Speak aloud your answer if you have.]

“I, I was never taught it,” Jason answered aloud.


“Me either,” Myleena added.


“Very well,” it said aloud.  “Your weapons.  You will not need them here, please lower them,” she said to the Marines behind the two of them.  Myri raised her hand, and they all shouldered their MPACs and holstered their arm cannons.


“You’re a computer that can send!” Myleena said in wonder.  “How were you built?”


“Too much time has passed,” the female figure sighed.  “My first instruction to you is this,” she said, looking to her right and raising a blue hand.  To her right, an image solidified in the air, the face and shoulders of a curly-haired Faey with red hair.  Smoke was behind her, and she was bleeding from the forehead.  “I am Yuri Karinne, Grand Duchess of the House Karinne,” she said quickly, looking at the camera.  “This message is for you, the descendents of our survivors who have returned to Karis.  Listen carefully, for I don’t have much time.


“If you are watching this message, then the last surviving CBIM has completed its decontamination of the planet, and you have come home.  I order you, as the last of the 95th Generation, to abandon the project.  It has failed.  We became so focused on the project that we became blind to the realities of the Imperium, and it has destroyed us.  Do not make our mistake!  Learn from us!  Don’t repeat our sad history!  And remember, angh!” she gasped as the image shook violently, and the woman covered her head as a rain of dust showered on her.  “Remember that you are Karinnes!  Carry on our proud traditions, but don’t let them blind you to the realities of life!  Science cannot answer every question!  Trelle grant you mercy, children of our children’s children, and may Aris lay the blanket of peace over Karis once again!”

The image disappeared.  Jason and Myleena looked at each other, their eyes speculative.  “What project?” Jason asked.


“The Project.  You do not know of the Project?” the image asked in surprise.


“No,” they answered in unison.


“I have been given orders not to allow you to continue the Project, but I have no orders stating I cannot explain it to you.  The Project is the Biogenics program, a dual objective program with two branches.  The first branch of the program created me.  It is biogenic computer technology, utilizing organic crystals that can simulate Faey telepathy.

“The other branch of the program created you.”

The Marines gasped and started sending to teach other, but Jason stepped forward quickly.  “Created?  What do you mean?”


“You are of the Generations.  Your line was created with genetic engineering, and each successive generation is the product of careful selective breeding, to produce telepaths capable of telepathically interfacing with biogenic computers, such as this unit.  That is why you can hear my communion, where the mundane Faey behind you cannot.  It is how your gestalt communes with you.  You are of the Generations, part of a noble and bold experiment to allow Faey and machines to communicate with talent.  That project has failed, but only because those involved in the Project lost sight of the goal of bringing harmony and enlightenment to the Imperium.  They became consumed by their objective, and to them, it became an end unto itself, an obsession to create the perfect biogenic computer, and the perfect Generation to pair with them.  Their inability to see the world around them brought upon them their own doom.  You, the last of the Generations, are the crowning achievement of a noble experiment that spanned thousands of years.”

Myleena sat down.  Hard.  Jason could just stand there and try to wring it through his mind.  The Karinnes were engineered.  They were artificial!  An entire noble house, the product of genetic manipulation!

“I have upset you.  I apologize.  Please, follow me, so you may take rest upstairs.  When you are well and wish to continue, I will be here to answer your questions.  If you would, please,” she motioned at the Marines.  “I believe my Lady might need assistance reaching a place to rest.”

Jason didn’t hear them.  His mind would not work.  He could just stand there, blankly, and think the same thing over and over again.  Myleena put her face in her hands and began crying uncontrollably, but he could not hear her.  There was only one thing rolling through his mind, over and over, and it would not stop.


Miaari knew, he thought to himself.

Miaari knew.

Miaari knew.


Miaari knew.


And then, like a bolt of lightning, it struck him.


They were genetically engineered.  They could sense each other. They could sense Kimdori. The Kimdori could sense them.


They were genetically engineered.

Miaari helped me because the Kimdori helped them make me.

Oh, God.
