Chapter 7


Vesta, 27 Oraa, 4392, Orthodox Calendar



Thursday, 14 July 2007, Native Regional Reckoning



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

As promised, Temika returned early that morning, as Jason was taking some measurements to study the feasibility of installing an external water tank at that location.  The work kept his mind off worrying about Tim, and besides, it really needed to be done.  He’d woke up before dawn, unable to sleep and with a sore neck from falling asleep in the recliner, then made the plans for it while waiting for the sun to come up.  He needed to pick a location along the path of the original water line, which he could only guess at given he had no ground-penetrating portable sensors.  He’d found the water shutoff valve down by the sidewalk, and could only assume that the water pipe was going to go in a generally straight line to the house.  If he didn’t want to dig up his yard, he’d have to install the tank’s connection to the house’s piping inside, and run the pipe into the house from the tank outside.  That was probably what he was going to do, for digging up his hard with a shovel was going to be a very long and exhausting proposition.  This location, by the house in the back yard, was a possible tank location if he hooked the tank into the plumbing inside the house.  He’d already surveyed a few possible locations if he decided to hook the tank into the plumbing outside.  Either way he went, he had to make sure that the tank was connected so it could fill the hot water heater.  He looked at that and saw that it was electric, so that wasn’t an issue.  It had shut itself off when he got the electricity back up, because the water tank was empty.  The fact that this house was all electic was a lucky coincidence, given that most other houses around used natural gas appliances.

He was in the back yard when he heard her Harley rumble in the distance, then steadily get louder and louder as she approached.  He finished writing on his little note pad, then closed it and walked around front just as she turned the corner, still wearing the same clothes she’d had on the day before.  She parked her bike in front of his house, then turned it off and raised her goggles as he walked out to her.  Jason made sure he wasn’t listening to her thoughts as he approached her.  He would respect her privacy.  “Mornin’, sugah,” she greeted.  “Y’all have a good night?”


“Well enough,” he answered. “There’s been a change in plans.”


“What?”


“You’ll get the bike in a couple of days,” he told her.  “I made contact with a friend on the outside last night, and she told me that the space-based sensors can pick up an airbike.”


“Shit,” she grunted.


“So she’s going to trade me the two bikes I have with two bikes that won’t get picked up, ones that have special signature maskers.”


“Sounds like quite a friend.”


“Not precisely a friend,” he chuckled.  “I’m paying for them, believe me.  This friend has the soul of a robber baron.  But she has some connections and can get her hands on what I need, and she’ll help me despite the danger of it.”


“She must be a blueskin.”


“She is.  I have a few Faey friends, I’ll admit it.  But they’ll help me even with me being out here, so that means that they really are friends.”


She grunted, then chuckled herself.  “Ah can’t argue with that, sugah.  Ah never really got tah know any of them.  Ah was too busy thinkin’ up ways to make life hell for them.”


“Some of them aren’t that bad,” he told her.  “I’ve always had a towering hatred of the Faey and their system, and I guess I still do.  But I’ve met a few Faey who—“ he chuckled ruefully.  “Well, a few Faey who weren’t about to take that as an excuse not to get to know me.  One was quite militant about it, and in a way, I guess she managed to make me see that not all Faey are bad.  There are some good ones out there, it’s just hard to see them, I guess.”


“Girlfriend?”


“After a fashion,” he admitted.  “She certainly had that kind of interest, but no matter how much I liked her, I couldn’t justify that kind of a relationship with her.  Because she is Faey.  She got me to accept her as a person, and I do care for her, but she’s still part of a system I can’t live with.  When I started getting too close to her, I realized that getting into a relationship was going against everything I believed in.  It also made me see that I was becoming a part of their system, and I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if that happened.  And well, here I am.”


“Sorry tah heah that, sugah,” she told him.  “So, when do you want me tah take you across the border?”


“Next week, probably,” he said.  “This friend who’s going to swap bikes will need me to meet her when we do it, and I’ll have to take the bikes there.  So I might need your help with that.”


“Sure, sugah.  After all, one of them is mine.”


“Yeah,” he agreed.  “So I’m kinda stuck til I find out when and where that’s going to be.  Want some breakfast?”

“Hell, why not?  Ah don’t never turn down a free meal.  You got that AC fixed yet?”


“Nope.”


“Then Ah ain’t stayin’ long,” she grinned.  “It’s gonna be hot today.  Ah’d rather be out on the road with the wind coolin’ me off than sittin’ in a swelterin’ house.”


“Yeah, I noticed it was a bit warm, and it’s still early.  Maybe I should get the AC going.  I hate heat.”


She laughed.  “Get that AC goin’, and Ah might move in,” she teased.


“And give up being able to wander around the house naked?  I don’t think so,” he said dryly.


Temika broke up in laughter.


He fed her a breakfast of frozen pancakes and eggs, then said his goodbyes and let her get on her way.  According to her, the Josephsons back in Lavalette called her in, and they probably wanted her to deliver some mail to Abe’s son over in Gallipolis.  She also got a call from the Parkers down near Williamson, who probably had some chickens they wanted sent to someone.  Jason was curious how she carried anything big, given she was on a motorcycle and all he could see on it were the admittedly voluminous saddlebags.  But then he remembered that that model of Harley could tow a bike trailer, and he’d bet she had a couple of them sitting here and there.


He gave over on the water for right now, because a look out at the thermometer he had hanging from the post of the porch showed him it was already 85 degrees, and it was only 10:00am.  He took his toolkit outside to the air conditioning unit, then started working on it.  He really would like some air conditioning, he had no idea why he waited this long to deal with it.  He guessed because though it was July, they’d had a few pleasantly cool nights, and he’d been outside most of the day.


An hour into the operation, he discovered that the problem with it was just a simple case of rusted fuses and a decayed set of belts.  The unit was designed to sit outside and endure the elements, and had fared very well in the years since it had last operated.  He rode a bike down to the Lowe’s a few miles away and scavenged for the parts, and found what he needed.  Without electricity, materials that dealt with repairing electrical equipment was still laying around.  The belts he found weren’t in all that good of a shape, but they’d do until he found something better to use as a replacement.  Three years of sitting without climate control had done some dryrot damage to the rubber, but they were still strong enough to do their job for now.

He rode back to his house and installed the parts, regreased the axles, and then cleaned everything up, then went in and turned it on.  The smell coming out of the AC ducts was pretty stale and acrid, but after a few minutes, he felt cold air flowing against his palm.


It was working.


Jason sighed in relief and closed the front door, then cranked the temperature down to a nice 60 degrees, both to cool it off and to suck out all the humidity and moisture that had permeated the house for over two years.  That would help clear out that dank smell that still lurked in some rooms.  He meant to go out and continue working on the running water, but decided that he was just going to sit in his nice cool house and enjoy it for a while.  There were things he could do inside.


He did get back out there around two o’clock, after having finally decided on installing the tank near the house in the backyard and hooking it into the plumbing inside the house.  He went out and shut off the water valve that connected the house to the rest of the unused city water system, then marked where he was going to drill the hole through the wall to connect the pipe.  He made a list of the things he was going to need to make it work.  The external tank for sure, and he’d have to install a water pump, filtration, and purification system in the basement, probably beside the water heater. The tank would feed water to that system, which would clean it and pump it out to the house.  He could connect it into the main incoming water pipe, which he’d found coming through the basement wall in the same room as the water heater.  By cutting that pipe and connecting the pump there, it was just as if the water was coming from the old city system.  He’d have to install a smaller pump on the external tank, and the best thing to do would be to run a pipe down to the Ohio River, draw water directly from there.  He’d also need a filter on that one, or the external tank would quickly fill with sediment from the muddy water of the Ohio.


Those pumps were added to the list he was preparing for Kumi.


The tank itself wasn’t an issue.  If he couldn’t find one that suited him, he could just make one.  There was plenty of sheet metal to be had, and designing and building a water holding tank was child’s play.


He ranged out that afternoon to look for a good water tank, but after finding none, he used the airbike to drag a couple of abandoned cars back close to his house.  Their sheet metal would be good for the tank.  After that was done, he saw it was about time to go back to the border, so he locked up the house, pulled out an airbike—remembering his night goggles this time—then activated his intrusion deterrent system after getting a safe distance away.  He returned to the same place he had called her from the day before, then sat down and dialed her number.  He got the very same operator when the line was answered, who took one look at him and glanced down.  “One moment,” he said before Jason could say anything.  He was put on hold, and seconds later, Kumi appeared on his panel display.  She was wearing a very elegant gown, made of what looked like black silk with a low neckline.  There was red material gored into her voluminous sleeves, and a necklace of glittering crystals, probably diamonds, graced her sleek neck.  Her gown was both simple yet elegant, without elaborate embroidery anywhere but along the upper edge of the bodice, what looked like birds with twigs in their mouths taking flight along the edge of her neckline, flying towards her shoulders.  “Wow,” Jason said in appreciation.

“You like?” she asked girlishly, stepping back and turning a circle for him.


“It’s very pretty on you, Kumi,” he said honestly.


“Thanks, babe,” she grinned, sitting down in front of her panel.  “When I told my mom I was going to go to Terra to inspect the house holdings, she decided to throw me a party.  She thinks I’m starting to get all respectable and shit.”


Jason laughed.  “If she only knew.”


“She’d burst a blood vessel for sure,” Kumi said with a wolfish grin.


“At least you’ll be the best dressed girl there.”


“Flatterer,” she accused.  “So, hit me with your new list.  I know it’s coming.”


He laughed.  “You scare me sometimes, Kumi.”


“Hey, I’m young, but I’m not stupid,” she told him bluntly.  “I’m sure you thought of several things you need after we hung up yesterday.”


“You’re right.  Let me send you the file.”  He did so with a few presses of keys.


“Got it.  Hmm, I don’t even know what some of this stuff is, but I’m sure Fure can find it.  What do you want carbidium for?” she asked, looking at him.


“To shield the PPGs I’m using to power some stuff I have in my house.  It should be dense enough to shield the PPG signatures from sensor sweeps.”


“Oh.  Shit, babe, that’s a good idea. I didn’t think of that.  Raw carbidium ain’t too expensive, either.”  She wrote a few lines down on that little notepad by her desk.  “Ok, here’s the deal.  I’m leaving after the party, in about six standard hours.  It’s only gonna take us about two hours to get there, so I’ll be in orbit over Terra in about eight standard hours.  Now, I have to go through some stupid meetings with some other house people, and I’m supposed to get a tour of Washington by the Imperial staff, then my time’s my own.  So, let’s give me a few hours to get some rest, and then I’m all yours.”  She brought up a map of the eastern United States on an interactive window, then touched her panel display, which caused a red dot to appear on the map.  “I’m gonna land inside the nature preserve, and I’m gonna set it up so I land there in the late afternoon, then leave after dark.  We’ll do our business after the sun goes down,” she told him, dragging that red dot back and forth.  “I already told them I want to check out the nature preserve and see if I can find some interesting stuff to take home.”


“You get a tour of Washington?  Nice.”


“I hate it, but they expect use to do it when house nobles of our rank visit.  Especially since my mom decided to go with me,” she fumed a bit.


“What are you in the house, Kumi?”


“My mom’s ninth in line for the house throne,” she answered immediately.  “I’m twenty-second.  I’m a Countess.  My mom’s a Duchess.  We’re way up there.”

“I see,” he said with a whistle.  “No wonder she wants you more involved in house affairs.”


“Yeah,” she grinned.  “She missed out on being the Governor of Terra by this much,” she said, holding her thumb and forfinger an inch apart.  “But the Grand Duchess decided to give it to one of her daughters instead.  Anyway, so let’s pick a spot.  Make it close to where you are, but not right where you are.  There won’t be no trouble with me getting there, cause I already told my mom to stuff all the security.  She knows I’ll just leave them behind anyway.  We’ve been through all this before,” she grinned.  “I’m bringing a personal security detail, and convinced her they’ll be enough  She won’t know I’ll leave them in Washington too.  Only people coming with me are Fure and a few servants I can trust, and a couple of personal bodyguards I know I can trust.  I figure you’ll have chased out anyone on the ground that might cause us problems.”

“You’re right,” he agreed, looking at the map.  “Does it being in the open matter?”


“Not at all,” she answered.  “The ships in orbit know better than to spy on me.  I’ll kick their asses if they try.”


“Meanie,” he chuckled.


“I’m a girl who likes her privacy, and I mean it,” she said bluntly.  “The drop ship I’m bringing has some anti-surveillance gear, and it’s going to be running when I come down.”

“Ok, how about right here?” he asked, touching the screen over an old national park called Beech Fork Lake.  It was only about ten miles from where he was, but it was an open area with access for a dropship as well as immediate access to the cover of the forest.  “It’s an open area by a lake, you should be able to land there.”

“Can you get there in time?”


“Yeah, I can get there.  I’ll wait in the forest until after sundown, then come out to meet you.”

“Okay.”


“I’ll park an airbike in the clearing to tell you where I am.”


“No, just wait.  My dropship has sensors, once we’re close they’ll lock onto you.  We’ll land in the nearest clearing.”


“I understand,” he assured her.


“Okay, so, be there at sunset tomorrow your time,” she ordered.  “I’ve added a bike carrier so you can carry this stuff off, so don’t make any other plans for that.”

“What’s that?”


“It’s an anti-grav attachment for an airbike, for hauling shit.”


“A bike trailer,” he mused.


“An archaic word, but yeah.  Military airbikes are all capable of pulling a carrier.  Just one should do it, there won’t be that much.  Just don’t pull it all the time, the carrier won’t have a signature masker.”

“Alright.”


“I gotta go.  Tomorrow, sunset, here,” she said, causing the light to illuminate Beech Fork Lake.


“I’ll be there.”


“You better, I’ve got all your money,” she said with a wolfish grin.


“By the way, you’re dead sexy in that,” he teased, returning her compliment from the day before.


“Well thanks, babe,” she said with a demure smile.  “Don’t be late.”


And he wasn’t.  He arrived at Beech Fork Lake very early, at four o’clock, but it had been slow going.  He’d wanted to get there much earlier, to give himself time to check over the area, but an unpredicted glitch had slowed him down.  Temika hadn’t come back yet, so he was forced to tow the second airbike by starting it up and putting it in “neutral,” which was just making it float, then dragging it with a rope using the other airbike.  The riderless airbike’s computer didn’t want to move, trying to retain a static position, so it was like pulling an anchor sometimes, especially when he went downhill.  He ended up going at a virtual crawl almost all the way, because the faster the towed airbike was pulled, the stronger the engines tried to retain its position.  There was nothing he could do about it; it was either tow the airbike like that, or turn it off and drag it on the ground, and that wasn’t really an option.  He ended up moving at a speed that was just a bit faster than a walk all the way down the pothole-infested Route 152 that linked Huntington to the road leading to Beech Fork Lake.


It had been a nervous ride.  He’d seen movement up in the hills several times on the way, but he wasn’t sure if it had been wildlife or people.  Three times he nearly cut the rope with a knife and bolted, but there had been no attacks or anything like that.


He arrived at what used to be a narrow parking lot in front of a strip of waist-high grass that covered the ground between the forest and the lake’s edge.  This was some kind of a spur off the main lake, for the lake looked more like a narrow estuary; it was only about a hundred feet to the steep opposite bank, which rose up directly into forest.  There was the rotted remains of a rope in the water, and the faded signs told him that this had been the swimming area.  Well, the partially overgrown parking lot was perfect, for there was enough open space that wasn’t overgrown with high grass for Kumi to land her dropship, and he was only fifty feet from the treeline.


With his railgun in his hands, he carefully patrolled the woods around his chosen site, and found them to be empty of any human life.  That took him about two hours.  So, confident he was alone, he rode each airbike up into the treeline one by one, then sat down on a log and played a game of chess against the computer using his panel to pass the time and wait for sunset.


About a half hour before sunset, he heard the high-pitched whine of the dropship’s engines.  He suspended the game and put his panel away in the backpack he was wearing, then set it down by the airbikes and moved up to the treeline to look.  Kumi’s dropship was huge, painted bright red, and emblazoned with the crest of Trillane on both sides and on the undersides of each large wing.  It was a whale-looking vehicle, with a wide beam and a shallowness that made it look like it wallowed through the air, but the pilot maneuvered it with surprising agility as he lined up in the old parking lot and the landing skids extended.  He set her down as gentle as a feather, and the back doors opened as the back ramp extended, even as the pilot was shutting down the engines.  There were two people in that doorway, two women wearing bright red combat armor but not helmets, carrying MPAC assault rifles readied in their hands as they walked down the ramp.  They were either sisters or twins, because they looked very similar, and had the same bluish-white hair cut in a pixie style.  A tall, thin Faey male stepped out behind them, and then, to Jason’s surprise, he was followed by a three foot tall humanoid-looking creature with bright red skin, short white hair, a pair of red whip-like antennae jutting out of that hair, dead black eyes, and seven fingered hands.  Kumi herself appeared a moment later, wearing a black jumpsuit of sorts with the Trillane crest sewn onto the left side of the chest, over her heart.  He felt four separate mental sweeps pass over him, but he kept his mind carefully silent, causing them to slide over him without recognizing him.  It was an automatic reflex for him to do that, but he wasn’t quite ready to give himself away yet.

You think he moved before we landed, my Lady? the Faey on the right asked in an open sending, which Jason could pick up.


No, he’s right around here, Kumi’s mental voice replied.  I checked him out before we came here Meya, he’s supposed to have unusual mental discipline for a human.  So much so that he can defend himself against talent.


I thought humans were defenseless, the one on the left mused.


Not all of them,I guess,  Kumi answered.  Cause he’s within two hundred shakra of us right now, but I can’t find his mind.


I think there’s more to this human than he leads you to believe, my Lady, the male sent with quiet reserve.  Given this kind of remarkable defense the human seems to have, and given the fact that now we do know that at least one human has expressed talent, I think it’s safe for us to assume that this human ran because he feared backlash.  After all, it is very well known and documented that he has exceptional mental discipline and a strange resistance to our talent.  It might entirely be possible that he has talent himself, and if that’s the case, you should have nothing to do with him.

You have the soul of a worrier, Fure, Kumi scoffed mentally.  Even if through some miracle he did have talent, I really could care less.  He’s paying me very well to help him, and besides, I like him, and he needs me.  If he really did run because he’s afraid they’ll think he has talent, or he really does have talent, then hell, he did the smart thing.


That’s almost a treasonous position, my lady.


If you’re so patriotic you’re willing to let someone turn you into a walking zombie for the good of the Empress, then why don’t you prove it? she challenged with surprising vehemence.

Ah, I’ll pass, my Lady.


Then can the hypocracy, she sent at him shortly.  If you knew the Secret Police were coming for you and you had a place to hide, I’ll bet my panties you’d be gone so fast your shadow wouldn’t know where you went.

That caused both the Faey bodyguards to start laughing.


I probably would, my Lady, Fure admitted candidly.  Shall we begin to unload?

Jason looked back to check on the airbikes, then moved to a different tree for a better view.  He had no idea why he was hiding, but he had to admit, he was picking up some good information by doing so.  He was easily within their sending range, and he was eavesdropping on it all.  So far, he had to admit, what he’d heard endeared him to Kumi more and more.  If she didn’t care if he had talent or not, maybe that would help her keep silent if it ever became common knowledge that he really did.  He doubted that would ever happen, but it seemed that Kumi would never rat him out, no matter what she heard about him.  That was good, and made him feel better.


A faint sound to his flank caused him to glance that way, then he caught a glimpse of something move.  Immediately he raised his railgun and aimed it in that direction, opening himself slightly to listen for any random thoughts that would tell him if it was an animal or a person.  He wouldn’t actively sweep, because that was active, and one of the Faey might notice it when his mind ghosted across theirs.  So he was instead using the passive version, listening for thoughts.  It wouldn’t do much good against a Faey who had her mind closed, but it would tell him if another human had somehow managed to slip in on them.  Jason went hot on his railgun, and the cable capacitors gave off an ascending audible whine as they charged, which only took about half a second.


“Freeze!” a harsh barking command came from behind him, in thickly accented English. He glanced over his shoulder and saw one of Kumi’s bodyguards on the other side of the tree, about ten feet away, with her MPAC aimed at his back.


“Hold on!” Jason called in Faey.  “I’m here to meet Kumi!”


“Turn around,” she ordered in Faey, and he saw her partner step out from behind a tree in front of him.  She’d made the sound he’d heard, and he was impressed.  In that brief moment he’d looked away, both of them had slipped off, and the one in front of him had gotten that close to him before making any sound that he could hear, and she did it wearing all that armor.  She was good.


Jason complied, raising both hands with his railgun held by the barrel.  “I’m here to meet Kumi,” he repeated.


Stand down you two, that’s him, Kumi ordered with her mind.

She lowered her weapon and nodded.  “What is that thing?  Some kind of human weapon?” she asked him curiously.


“Something like that,” Jason answered as he lowered his arms, put his weapon back on safety, then slung it over his shoulder.


“Well, don’t just stand over there,” Kumi called to him as she came down out of the dropship.


Jason met her outside her ship, and she offered her hand to him with an impish smile on her face.  He took it, careful to hide his true thoughts from her the way Jyslin taught him, and shook her hand firmly.  Jason was very certain to totally lock his mind so he coudlnt’ hear them send anymore.  He didn’t want to give away that he could, and since he was almost too comfortable with being able to do it, he might let something slip in conversation that he wouldn’t have heard any other way.  He didn’t want to run any risk at all that Kumi would leave here thinking him to be anything other than a normal native.  He figured that Fure was already very suspicious of him, so he had to be very, very careful.  “I’m glad to meet you in person, Kumi.  You’re taller than I expected.”


“You never saw me with anyone else,” she grinned.  “Ok, I have it all packed onto this carrier here,” she said, pointing up into the dropship at a squarish device that was sitting on the deck.  “Everything you asked for is there.  Korm,” she prompted, holding out her hand.  The little red guy reached by the door’s bulkhead, then brought out a large black case that he had to carry with both hands.  He waddled down the ramp and handed it to her, then she gave it to him.  “This is your money.  There’s about thirty thousand there, more or less.  It’s the leftover minus five percent.  Here’s a list of it all, and how much it cost, so you can doublecheck the figures.”  She handed him a small panel display, which was really nothing more than a display for showing very small embedded files.  A Faey’s version of a spiral notebook.


“I trust you, Kumi.  Even if that is a bad thing,” he added with a smile, pushing it back at her.


She laughed, pushing it back.  “Keep that,” she told him.  “I put a few things in there I thought you might need, that you didn’t ask for.  But I didn’t get exotic or expensive,” she assured him.  “Oh, yeah, give me your panel.”


“Why?”


She took the case from him, then knelt down and put it on the ground.  She opened it, then took a sleek black panel off the top of a series of neatly stacked credit notes.  “Because of this,” she told him.  “Just dump your panel on a stick and trade me.  You want this one.”

“Why?”


“Because it’s got a hardwired tightbeam link to an orbiting transceiver, about this big,” she explained, showing him her clenched fist.  “And that one’s set to tightbeam directly to a Civnet satellite.  It’ll redirect your panel’s Civnet signal so they’ll think it’s bouncing directly off a satellite, and they can’t track that unless the sensor array literally gets directly into the path of the tightbeam signal.  That way you can use Civnet anywhere in the nature preserve, and they won’t see it.”


“Wow, that’s—thanks Kumi.  This is nice,” he said sincerely, taking his backpack off his back.  He set down his railgun and started working his panel out, then he reached into his pack for a memory stick and inserted it in the stickjack.  He brought up the panel and had it dump to the stick, wiping out the panel’s onboard memory in the process.  It only took it about five seconds.  Then he removed it and offered the panel to Kumi.  She took it with a nod, but her eyes flashed as Jason noticed motion to his side.  He looked that way, and saw that one of Kumi’s bodyguards had picked up Jason’s railgun.


“Myra!” Kumi snapped authoritatively.


“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” she told them all professionally.  “It’s custom.  Did you build this, human?” she asked him curiously.


“I’m not going to answer you,” he told her flatly.  “And I’d appreciate it if you gave it back.”


She just smiled at him, then to his surprise, she disengaged the safety.  She must have seen him do it.  The indicator light went green as the backglass panel turned red, indicating the weapon was hot and ready to fire, and she quickly turned and brought the railgun up to her shoulder.  Jason jumped up, having to crush the urge to actually try to attack her with telepathy—a suicidal stunt given his current company!—but he was too late to prevent her from aiming the weapon safely at the opposite bank of the lake, then pulling the trigger.


There was that familiar BEE-yah! sound followed up by the sharp crack like a whip, and the instant corkscrew smoketrail that linked the muzzle of the weapon to the sudden explosion of mud, dirt, and buried root on the steep hill of the opposite bank, as the slug impacted the embankment and was stopped, which caused the backblow effect that made the weapon’s round blow huge holes in things it couldn’t go through.  Bits of dirt and wood arced high into the air, dropping into the lake like rain, and one particularly large piece of root landed not five feet from Myra’s foot.

“Trelle’s garland!” the bodyguard gasped.


“Demir’s sword!” the other bodyguard exclaimed.


“Holy shit!” Kumi said, somewhat less diplomatically, but just as emotionally, as her bodyguards.


“And that is why I’m here,” Jason snapped angrily, ripping the weapon out of Myra’s hands.  Now it was time to talk fast, and he clamped down tightly on his own thoughts, projecting only the thoughts that would back up what he was saying, so it would seem to them that his thoughts reinforced his words.  They would see his thoughts suddenly become audible to them for a moment, as if he’d lost his control of his mind in a moment of anger, and what they saw there would back up his statements.  “I will not give this to the Faey.  I will not give them weapons to use to oppress my people, or any other people.”


“What is this thing?” Myra asked, pointing at it.  “Some kind of mass driver?  It fired a solid mass, didn’t it?  How did you propel it?  Is it explosive?  Have you tried it against armor?”


“Myra!” Kumi shouted at her.  “Get back on the dropship, now,” she ordered hotly, pointing at the red craft.  “That—I’m sorry.  I did not give her permission to do that.  I swear to you, Jason.”


“I believe you, Kumi,” he said shortly, glaring at the Faey bodyguard openly.


“But I have to say, I’m impressed,” she said appreciatively, looking at the gun.  “I’m surprised a student could build something as complicated as a weapon, and make it actually good.”


“Thanks.  I think,” he added uncertainly.


“You weren’t planning on taking over the Imperium, were you?” she asked with a wink.


Jason laughed ruefully.  “Actually, it was just an experiment,” he answered honestly.  “It worked, but a little bit too well.  When I ran, I brought it with me, and it’s the best weapon I have right now.”

“I thought you said you had good guns.  I’ll give you a couple of MPACs, Jason.”


“I have a couple,” he told her. “But this is lighter, and easier to carry.”


“That it is,” Myra agreed before she started walking away.


“You sure?”


“I’m sure, thanks for offering, though.”


“Okay,” she said with a nod, as Fure backed the first airbike down out of the dropship, the one with the carrier.  The carrier looked like a big black box, complete with a lid.  “There’s just you, so you’re going to have to tow the second airbike.  I have a tow cable for you, we’ll just hook up the airbike with the carrier to the other one, and you can tow both the bike and the carrier.”


“I had to tow the others here, and it took forever,” he growled.  “The bike didn’t want to move.”


“These are a bit different,” she chuckled.  “When you hook up the tow cable, the bike will go into tow mode, and it’ll follow the towing bike.”


“Thank God,” Jason said fervently.  “I wasn’t looking forward to creeping along all night to get back home.”


After Fure backed the other airbike down, Jason got a good look at them.  They were bigger than his other airbikes, though they were built on the same basic design concept.  Both were painted black, and they had the familiar extending windscreen and backglass display in the dash, but these also had a heads-up display that appeared on the windscreen, and a few more controls on the panel below.  “These ride just like regular airbikes, but they go faster,” she told him.  “I have the manuals for them on a stick in a box in the carrier, so you can read up on the extra controls they have.  These are military, babe, remember that.  They’re armed.  I didn’t take the weapons off.  The only things I took off them were their locator beacons.  So don’t just go and randomly press buttons, babe, you might be in for a nasty shock.”


“I’ll be careful,” he nodded.


“Ok, here’s the tow cable port, and here’s the hook for the hard connection,” she said as she pointed, then Fure handed her one end of the tow cable.  It had a looped eye and a plug, with a data cord wrapped around a reinforced metal cable.  She deftly plugged in the data cord, then hooked the towing cable into the receiver.  She unlooped it as she walked to the back of the other bike, then pointed out the reciprocal parts on the other airbike before hooking them in.  “There, now the towed bike will follow the one you ride,” she told him, going back to the first one and pointing at the display panel.  It had [TOW MODE:  SLAVE] blinking across the top border.  “When you take them, just inch out til you pull the cable taut, then wait a few seconds for the towed bike to calibrate.  After that, just go.  The towed bike will mirror every move the bike you’re riding makes.”

“Okay, I can handle that.”


“Good.  Now, come up into the dropship so we can do one more thing.”


“What is that?” he asked as she started up the ramp.  He followed out of curiosity, up into the dropship.  He saw that only about half of it was the cargo compartment, and there was a door at the far end for the cabin. They went past Myra, who gave his railgun a long, speculative look, and he followed her into the crew cabin.  The short red-skinned servant scurried out quickly as he moved into a cool cabin with rows of deeply cushoined chairs covered in what looked like beige leather or some kind of synthetic material, like vinyl or something.


She turned around, and to his surprise, she was unzipping the front of her jumpsuit.  “Strip, babe,” she ordered.


“What?” he asked in confusion.


“Don’t worry, I’m not going to rape you,” she said with a naked leer.  “You can’t wear this with clothes on.”  She turned a chair around, and pointed to an open-topped box with black armor in it.  “Remember when I had you strip down to your undies?” she asked with a wink.  “Well, I got a good enough vid of it to get your proper measurements for heavy armor.  So I had it made.  I’m going to teach you how to put it on, using this,” she said, turning the chair on the other side, which had a box of armor as well.  “I do it, then you do it, because I want to make sure it fits properly before you leave.  Oh, and I get a picture.”


“Of what?”


“Of you naked.  It’s for my collection,” she winked.  “I collect naked pictures of handsome guys.  Nothing sexual or anything, just a naked picture of you.  Call me a soft porn collector,” she said with an outrageous grin.  “Now, if we had more time, I’d be jumping all over your bones in a heartbeat, babe.  You’re drop dead sexy.  But my mom will start looking for me if I stay here too long, and I don’t think either of us want to see a squad of fighters drop in on us.  Especially if I’m banging an outlaw native in my dropship at the time,” she grinned.

“No, that would be a bit embarrasing,” he said mildly.


“Embarrasing my ass, I’d just have trouble explaining all the equipment sitting outside the dropship,” she snorted, pulling her jumpsuit down off her shoulders, exposing a pair of firm, smallish breasts.  The breasts of a teenage girl, and that reminded him that that was exactly what she was.  It was easy to forget that, since she seemed so mature.  “Mother doesn’t care who I’m fucking, babe, as long as I don’t make it common knowledge if I’m banging commoners.  She says it’ll tarnish my reputation.  She’s such a hypocrit,” she growled, shimmying her jumpsuit down over her hips.  “I think she’s had every servant in our house between her legs, and they’re all commoners.”  She pushed her jumpsuit down, then bent over and pulled off her boots before stepping out of it.  She had no panties on, showing off a very tone, very tight little body, complete with her pubic hair shaved down a single narrow strip.  “You can stare to your heart’s content after we get this done,” she told him.

“Sorry,” he said calmly.  “Just had to take a moment to appreciate you.”


“Why thank you babe,” she said with a demure smile, turning around for his benefit, tilting her hips, putting her hands on her hips, and looking over her shoulder at him before turning back around.  He understood Faey mentality enough to know that she would not be offended by that kind of remark.  In fact, she’d take it as very high praise.  “I work out enough.  I’m proud of this body.”


“You do a good job,” he complimented sincerely.


“You’re so sweet,” she gushed as he started undressing.


He felt a tad awkward as he stood there naked, but she didn’t seem to notice.  The first thing she did was pick up a small camera.  “Okay, I get my picture first.  Just stand there, babe, you don’t have to pose or grab yourself or any shit like that.  Like I said, I just want a picture of you,” she told him as she backed up a few steps and brought the camera to her eye.  He felt very uncomfortable at the idea of that, but she’d done so much to help him, he couldn’t really refuse her.  Not over something that was just mildly embarrasing.  She seemed to take several, then put the camera back on the seat from which she’d taken it and grinned at him.  “Thanks.”


“You’re welcome, I guess,” he said uncertainly.


“Don’t worry babe, I won’t do anything with it.  I just like to collect them.  I don’t even jerk off to them.”


“I did not need to know that,” he said ruefully.


She laughed and picked up the codpiece of her armor.  “Okay babe, this is what you start with.  It all anchors to this, so we put this on first.”


Seeing Jyslin put on her armor was not the same as doing it himself.  He watched Kumi and tried to mimic her, but he didn’t do it very well.  She had to help him with each piece, showing him how they locked together.  At first he was afraid that those joints would pinch him, but after he got some of it on, he realized that the interior of the armor blended together, the padded lining actually seemed to anneal with itself to form a continuous surface.  He brought that up to Kumi, who just nodded.  “It’s a kind of gelatinous material that merges with itself when it’s touching,” she told him.  “Before they discovered it, they wore a skin-tight body suit under the armor.  Now the inner lining does that, so it’s one less thing we have to put on.”


“That makes sense,” he said, picking up the front of the breastplate.  It had a gorgeous etched relief of some kind of large, majestic looking bird, its wings spread to cover the upper chest and its head just under the upper edge of the breastplate.  Very detailed, very life-like and just damn beautiful.  He also noticed after looking more closely at its edges that it had dataline fibers embedded in the edge.  “This is powered?” he asked in surprise.  There was no other reason there would be dataline fibers in the armor.

“You think I’d have them make you those outdated pieces of shit they make our soldiers wear here?” she challenged.  “I wouldn’t put my vulpar in that junk!  This is mainstream armor, babe, not hundred year old surplus shitty-ass junk.  Crystalized neutronium carapace, laminated neutronium interior carapace, environmentally sealed, climate control, on-board computer, anti-grav system, on-visor display with multiple vision modes, comm and ECM integrated into the helmet, nested MPAC autocannon pods in the forearms, smartgun links for rifles and weapon systems, bio-reactive servo strength augmentation, what you’d find in a suit of real fuckin’ armor.”


“I’ve never seen this before, and I’ve never heard of some of that.  I have no idea how it works.”


“I’ve got manuals and tech specs for it,” she assured him.  “You’ll be able to figure it out.  Oh, you like the bird?”

“I love it!” he said immediately.  “What is it?”


“A picture I found in your human literature.  It’s called a, er, fee-neex,” she said in uncertain English.


“Phoenix,” he corrected absently, looking at it.  It did kind of look like a picture of a Phoenix.  Very majestic.  “That explains the flame relief on the greaves.”

She nodded as she locked her breastplate to her stomacher.  “I’ve always been one for fashion, even in armor,” she grinned, holding out her own.  It had the profile relief of a Vulpar on it, the ring pattern on the tip of its two tails marking it as a female.  “Just like my name,” she winked, then reached down for the back of the breastplate.


She walked him through getting the armor on, then once it was done, he let her inspect him.  “Good, it fits perfectly,” she nodded.  “Is it pinching anywhere?  Does the weight feel distributed equally?  Feel any gaps?  You should feel the lining against every square kidin of your skin.  There shouldn’t be any gaps, except maybe in the cup,” she said with a teasing wink.  “I had to kind of guess there, since I didn’t get to see.”


“No, it’s very comfortable,” he told he, rotating his shoulders and swinging his arms back and forth.  The armor was thin, it was light, and it did not hinder his motion in any way.  He felt curiously naked with it on, because it didn’t feel like clothing.  The only thing that told him it was there was the weight on his back, for the back of the armor was built out a little and probably enclosed the armor’s power generation system, and maybe a few other systems, like climate control and life support.  It felt like he was wearing a light backpack, actually.  He put on the helmet and felt it lock to the neck collar, and he found himself looking through tinted glass.  It suddenly became alive, Faey text scrolling across the edges of his vision, which he didn’t both to read.  He looked at her, and a little yellow circle appeared around her chest, with a little line pointing at Faey text [Faey—COM] it read.  The air he was breathing in the helmet was fresh and cool.  He went to take the helmet off, but found it locked.  She showed him where the release locks where, buttons he had to press down on both sides of the helmet to make it come off.  He did so, shaking his head back and forth.  “I’ll need a bandana or something for my hair,” he noted to himself.

Satisfied, she showed him how to take it off.  Once they had all of it off, again standing there facing one another naked, she sat down on the chair behind her and looked up at him.  “Alright babe, put it back on, I won’t do anything but explain if you get stuck this time.”


He did his best, but he got stuck once or twice and she had to explain what he was doing wrong.  He got all of it on, then took it all off, then she had him put it on by himself one more time.  That time he managed to get it all on without any guidance, then remove it.  “I think that’s enough,” he said.


“Yeah, that’s good,” she agreed as he bent down to grab his pants and underwear.  He looked down at her, and she had an odd expression on her face.  “What?”


“I’m wondering if we have enough time,” she said, looking him up and down boldly, then she sighed.  “Probably not though.  A pity.  If I had you home, you wouldn’t get out of my room for three days.  Your body just screams all night long, not a quickie in the seat of dropship.  Not that that wouldn’t be fun, though,” she added with a giggle.

“Well, I’ll take that as a compliment,” he said evenly, stepping into his underwear.


“I’m pretty sure I’ll get a chance at you,” she winked.  “I’ll have to invite you up to my home sometime for a weekend holiday.  And if it ever gets too hot for you here, you can always come hide out with me.  You can be one of my personal servants,” she said with a sultry smile.


“Jyslin would kill you.”


“Jyslin’s not around,” she said with a little sigh when his briefs covered up the object of her attention.  “Besides, she wouldn’t really care all that much.  I don’t like love you or anything.  Besides, all that time out there by yourself?  Men aren’t suited for it, they need sex every few days or they get bitchy.  If you get desperate, just call me.  I’ll sneak over here and relieve your frustration.  Trust me, I’d love to do it,” she said, leering at him again.

Given his exposure to Jyslin and Symone, he knew that she was quite serious, but also that she meant it as a compliment.  It was one way she was trying to exhibit her willingness to be friends with him.  After all, in Faey society, casual friends often engaged in sexual relationships, because Faey didn’t equate sex with love or monogamy.  He remembered when Symone made him a similar proposition, so at least this wasn’t too much of a shock.  It was only shocking in that Kumi was offering friendship, and maybe a bit surprising that she was taking that step so quickly.  Unless, of course, her only motivation was sex.  She was a noble, maybe nobles had different ways of doing things than commoners.

“Well, thanks,” he said sincerely.  “I appreciate the offer.”


“If I find I have some free time before we go back home, it’ll be a solid offer,” she warned.  “After I did all this for you, I fully expect a little action from you if I can find the time.  Business is business, but part of this was a favor, and I expect a little favor in return.”


He gave her a look, and saw she was serious.  “Well, I guess it would be extremely rude of me to decline,” he said honestly.  “And I do think I’d enjoy it,” he said, looking her up and down boldly, just as she had done to him.


“You understand Faey better than I thought,” she said with a sly smile.


“I lived around Jyslin too long not to,” he told her as he pulled his shirt back on.  He reached down and picked up her jumpsuit, then handed it to her.  She grinned as she took it, then stood up and started putting it on.  He put the armor back in the box, pausing to admire the Phoenix etched into the breastplate, then he picked it up and carried it out to the airbikes along with the case of money.  He put them in the carrier, glanced at all the other stuff in there—it was almost completely full—then closed the carrier’s lid.

Kumi came down the ramp, hopping a bit to get her boot back on, then boldly slapped him on the butt.  “Was it good for you, baby?” she asked outrageously.


Jason laughed.  “Thanks for the armor, Kumi.  I hope I never have to use it.”


“Amen,” the other bodyguard,  Meya, said with an agreeing nod.


“I need to get back in the air, no doubt my mom thinks I’m up to no good out here,” she grunted.  “Remember, you can use that panel anywhere, anytime, and they can’t track you.  So never be afraid to call me up if you need anything, or if you just want to talk or something.  I’m sure it’s gonna be lonely out here,” she told him.


“I’ve met a couple of squatters that are pretty friendly, so it’s not like I’m completely alone out here.  If I were, I wouldn’t need the armor,” he frowned.


“Well, the clothing and that suit will stop just about any kind of weapon the humans have out here,” she told him.  “So rest easy, babe.  You’re much safer now.”


“That I am, and it’s thanks to you,” he told her with a nod.


“Any time, babe.  As long as you can pay for it, of course,” she grinned.


“You’re a pirate, Kumi,” he chuckled lightly as he mounted the airbike that would tow the other.


“At least I’m a friendly pirate,” she winked.  “If you need anything else—“


“I’ll keep it in mind, but I think we need to make this our first and last business meeting,” he told her.  “In a little while, it’s going to be very dangerous to know me.  Right now, they know I’m officially missing, because I missed my semi-annual physical.  They’ll realize I’m gone by tomorrow, when they look back through the records and see that I went out in my skimmer and never came back.  I figure they’ll have search parties out along my flight path by Sunday.”


“Seems quite a fuss over a single student,” the male, Fure, said.


“A student who’s a candidate for research,” Jason told him evenly.


“Ah.  Yes, they would look for you,” he agreed.


“Well, I’d say you could certainly pull your weight in research,” Meya told him, looking at the railgun slung over his shoulder.  “I’d love to borrow that for a while.”

“Meya and Myra have an obsession with guns,” Kumi told him with a chuckle.  “They’re twins, sometimes I think they share the same brain.  They have a collection of guns from all over the galaxy.  I think they even have a couple of those ballistic guns from Terra.”



Meya nodded.  “We have a hunting rifle and a pistol,” she told them.


Jason got the airbike ready to move.  “I’ll be on my way, Kumi,” he told her.  “Thanks again for all your help.”


“Hey, no sweat, babe,” she told him.  She stepped over, then leaned up and kissed him.  It was not a chaste kiss.  “Remember, if you need anything, call me.  You’ve got plenty of money to pay me,” she winked.


“You are a pirate,” he chuckled.


“I’ve done the looting and pillaging,” she whispered in his ear.  “I’m looking forward to the raping part.”


“You’re an evil girl, Kumi,” he accused lightly as he engaged the airbike’s engines, being very careful not to hit any of the extra controls.


“I’m not evil, I’m a noble,” she replied with a wicked smirk.  She then stepped back while he pulled the airbike slowly forward, until the cable became taut.  When it did, the towed airbike lifted up a bit more off the ground, as did the carrier, and a message [TOW READY] flashed on the display panel of the airbike he was riding.  He waved to her, then pulled forward carefully.  The bike and carrier behind him followed along easily, and he immediately got comfortable with the idea.  He drove them out of sight of the dropship, along the road that would take him home.  He wasn’t going to go there until well after he was sure Kumi’s dropship was out of sight of this area, though.  Not because of Kumi, but because it was only smart, just in case.  So, when he reached the junction of 152 and 75, he turned left instead of going straight, starting towards Kenova.  He’d go that way for a while, then double back and get home a little later.

One thing was for sure, though.  Kumi was a lifesaver.


The clothes she’d picked out for him were not bad at all.

He’d gone through them already.  She’d obviously done her homework, for everything in that box of neatly folded clothing was Terran style, in Terran-looking fabrics. She’d sent him several pairs of jeans, some slacks, tee shirts, button-down shirts, even three denim overshirts which he was so fond of wearing.  There was a baseball cap, a billed hat with a cloth drape that fell down over the neck, even a pair of soft fabric slippers.  On further inspection, he found that the fabric wasn’t really cotton or denim or whatever, but an ultra-thin fabric that just looked like it.  There were two layers of it with the armored cloth in the middle.  He put on the jeans, and found them to be light, comfortable, and surprisingly soft.  They also fit perfectly.  He reached into the second box and found a full-length black duster-style coat, nice and baggy.  It had an internal holster built right into the coat for a plasma pistol, one on each side, as well as quite a few pockets on the inside and outside of the coat.  The coat was surprisingly cool, probably made of some kind of material that breathes or something, even when he took it out in the warm, muggy night and saw how hot it was out of air conditioning.  There even socks and some underwear in that box.

Armored underwear.  Kumi certainly had a sense of humor.


He went through the rest of it, and found everything he asked for in the carrier, which he had parked outside the house while he unloaded it.  The equipment he wanted was there, a good supply of generic parts, and at the bottom were a bunch of small tiles of carbidium.  He picked one up, and was a bit startled.  That small tile, only about a square foot and one inch thick, weighed almost a hundred pounds.  There were twenty of them in there, which was about a ton of carbidium he could use to build shields for the PPGs he had powering stuff.  Kumi was very thorough in picking all kinds of different kinds of components and equipment for him, and she even included some bench tools for fabricating things.  That was when he realized that she didn’t really know what to buy, she simply bought a package for a workshop.  Tools, materials, all of it bundled together for an engineer looking to set up a new workshop.  He remembered seeing something like that on Civnet.

He set up some of the tools in the room in the basement that held the water heater, then put away the clothing and stored the bolt of armor cloth that Kumi had included, in case he wanted to make armored clothing of his own.  He took the carrier and the airbikes down to the skimmer, then had to fuss with them a bit to get all of them into it.  They filled up his entire cargo hold.  He had to unhook the carrier from the second airbike, which took him a little bit to figure it out, then store the carrier in the back and the airbikes in the front.  They were wider than his recreational airbikes, and just barely managed to get in there side by side with one facing the front and one facing the back.  He locked the skimmer back up and walked towards his house, when Temika’s Harley started tickling his ears.  It was about time, she was only a few hours late.

She’d gotten to his house before he did, and he didn’t like what he saw.  She was slumped over the handle bars of her bike.  He moved towards her and saw her trying to get her leg up and over the saddle, and that was when he saw the blood.  Her shirt was soaked in blood on the upper right side, and her jeans had blood soaking her right outside thigh and trailing down, leading from a rip in them that exposed a deep laceration.


Jason ran up to her and grabbed hold of her, then pulled her off the bike.  “Temika!” he said quickly.  “What happened?”


“Ah wasn’t payin’ as much attention as Ah should have,” she said ruefully through a wince of pain.  “Mind the shouldah, sugah.  Ah got clipped.”


“How bad is it?” he asked as he pulled her arm over his shoulder, looped a hand around her waist, and started helping her to his house.


“Not as bad as it coulda been, that’s fo’ sure,” she answered through gritted teeth.  “The bullet went all the way through.”


He got her inside and into a bed in an upstairs bedroom.  She didn’t object when he cut her vest and shirt away with a pair of scissors, removed her shoulder holster and set it aside without having to damage it, then pulled her bra strap down to get a look.  The bullet had hit her in the right shoulder, just under her collarbone, and did indeed pass all the way through.  There was an exit wound high on the back of her shoulder, above her shoulder blade.  From the angle of the bullet, whoever fired it had to be below her when he did so for it to travel like that.  The wound wasn’t life-threatening, more than a graze but less than a hard hit from the bullet, but he’d bet that it hurt like hell.  He was tremendously relieved when he saw that.   The only issue that might cause problems was how much blood she’d lost.  “Let me go get my first aid kit,” he told her.

She nodded.  “Ah ain’t movin’, that’s fo’ sure, sugah.”


He fetched the kit, full of what a Faey considered emergency first aid supplies, half of which he wasn’t entirely sure of what they did.  He did recognize the liquid bandage, a material he could apply to a cleaned wound and cause it to seal over and stop bleeding.  It was as good as stitches.  The liquid had a compound in it that urged rapid healing in the damaged tissue, he remembered.  “I’m going to have to clean you up some, Temika,” he warned.  “That means you’re going to have to—“


“Ah ain’t gonna fuss about modesty with mah doctah, sugah,” she told him with a weary smile, reaching up with her left hand and unhooking the two cups of her bra, where they joined.


“Okay, just so you understand,” he said.  “I think I’ll have to cut the straps.  I don’t want you moving that shoulder.”


“Go ahead.  Ah’ve written all these clothes off anyway.”


With his scissors, he cut away the straps of her bra, then removed it.  He did have to take a brief look of appreciation at the generous curves of her breasts.  Temika was built.  He then cut down the sides of her jeans and removed them, exposing her legs and the nasty gash in the side, that continued to stain the sheets with blood.  “Okay, try to roll up on your side, so I can get at both sides of the gunshot wound,” he instructed.

She did so, and laid very still as he washed the blood off her, then cleaned the wound with antibiotic wash and applied the liquid bandage.  Luckily the gash in her leg was on the same side, so she remained in that position as he cleaned that wound as well, then applied the liquid bandage.  It certainly wasn’t that good of a job, but he figured it was good enough.  “There, you’re done,” he said, looking at her back.  He saw several scars on her back, old injuries that marked the battered life of a woman who lived in a society of anarchy.  “I’m going to have to move you to another bed, this one needs changing,” he told her.  “What happened?”


“Ah got ambushed by some people Ah ain’t nevah seen before, just south of Ironton,” she answered.  “There was four of ‘em.  Ah managed to get past ‘em, but one shot me with a little holdout pistol as Ah was ridin’ ‘em down.  They just two of ‘em now,” she said grimly.  “When Ah shoot someone with Ol’ Betsy, they ain’t gettin’ up.”


“What about this?” he asked, touching her leg above the gash.


“After Ah got hit, Ah almost lost control of mah bike,” she said. “Ah caught the tip of a tree limb of a tree that was fallen across the road.”


“Ouch,” he winced.


“Yeah, ouch,” she mirrored.  “Give me a hand and help me where we’re goin’.”

He didn’t help her to another bedroom, he carried her.  He set her down in the bed in the master bedroom, which he’d cleaned up for his own use before he started sleeping in the basement.  He checked to make sure that the liquid bandage had held, then pulled the blanket up.  “I’m not much of a doctor, but I think you lost a lot of blood, so you need to drink some juice or something,” he said uncertainly.


“Ah’ve lost more blood than this,” she told him.  “Yo’ right, sugah.  I need tah eat and drink, and stay warm.”


“Let me go get you some, and try to find you a shirt.”


“Forget that, sugah,” she chuckled.  “You done already saw ‘em, ain’t no reason hidin’ ‘em now.  Besides, it’d hurt too much right now tah try tah get my arm through the sleeve.  Ah would ask if you could find some panties, though.  Ah don’t think I want to wear this pair for the next week or so.  Ah don’t have any spare clothes in my saddlepacks right now. Ah had to take ‘em out and stash ‘em in one of mah hidin’ places to make room for some stuff Ah was deliverin’.”


“I’ll see what I can do.”


After feeding her and making sure she drank lots of water, he ranged out in the darkness and tried to scavenge some clothes for her.  It wasn’t easy.  Clothes were a desired item, so there was very little out there to be found.  He returned empty-handed, and told her as much when he went to check on her.


“Well, shit,” she sighed.  “Alright then, plan B, Ah guess.  Whatevah you have layin’ around that you think might fit me.”

“I should have better luck tomorrow,” he told her easily.  “If worse comes to worst, you can just send me to one of your hiding places for them.”


“Ah think you’d have too much trouble findin’ them.  We’re bettah off jus’ goin’ with what you have that might fit me.”

He nodded in understanding.  “There’s a bathroom right through that door,” he told her, pointing.  “I’ll find a crutch or cane or something to help you walk.”


“Mah leg ain’t that bad, sugah.  Ah can limp around.”


“You sure?”


“Yeah, sugah,” she agreed.  “All I really need is a sling for mah arm.”


“I’ll make something up,” he promised.


A sling was easy enough.  He had it made for her in a matter of minutes, and found a solution to her clothing problem.  He ripped the sleeve out of a button-up shirt that had been in the house, one of the ones he’d washed, then ripped it most of the way down the side.  That way she could simple slide her arm through that hole, which was then closed using a couple of safety pins he’d found in the house.  He found that a pair of his old shorts fit her well enough, though her hips were wider than his, but they served their purpose.  She fell asleep rather quickly after eating and dressing, and he monitored her thoughts as she drifted off to sleep, just to make sure she didn’t think the wounds were that bad.  And she didn’t.  She was more angry with herself for not being more vigilent more than anything else.  She considered the wound an annoyance, not a life-threatening ordeal.

He waited until she was asleep, then wandered back downstairs.  He had lots to do.
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Temika was his houseguest for nearly two weeks, while she recovered from her injuries.  Though he did rather enjoy having someone to talk to, he found that Temika could be rather irritating at times, mainly because she hated being injured and hated feeling like she was being a burden to him.  Temika was a doer, not a sitter, and having to sit around was driving her nuts.


Despite that, she was nice to have around, if only because she was a fabulous cook.  She could even make boiled water taste good.  She’d grown up in the bayou regions of Alabama, and had learned how to cook from her mother and grandmother, from women who took cooking as seriously as most human beings took breathing.  Cooking was about the only activity she could do without earning a dark scowl from him, and only when she wasn’t trying to cook fifty things at once.  He had nothing against her moving around or anything like that, but she kept wanting to use her right arm, and every time she did she slowed down the healing process in her shoulder.


Those two weeks were both quiet and tense.  Jason was now officially missing, and he knew that they were out looking for him.  They’d probably already searched his flight path, but luckly for him, his flight path continued past his current position, and went by some nintety miles east; he’d descended under sensors north of where he was, then doubled back.  So they wouldn’t start seriously looking for him until after they got past where he’d vanished.  When they didn’t find him, then they’d think to start looking in other directions from where he disappeared, because by then they’d know that he didn’t crash, and his skimmer was nowhere to be found.  That’s when they’d start suspecting that he didn’t have an accident or fall prey to a squatter, that’s when the suspicion would arise that he vanished on purpose.  And that was when they’d get serious about finding him.  They might even bring in a space-based sensor array to sweep the area.

That was what he was preparing for.  He’s already worked out how to conceal the PPGs he used for power, by using his molecular sprayer to coat prefabricated pieces of sheet metal with carbidium.  It didn’t have to be an inch thick to be enough to block sensors from picking up the energy signatures of the PPGs under them.  He fashoined little standing boxes of sorts with ventilation grills in all four sides, and just put them over his generators.  He had two built within the first three days, one for his electric generator and one for the PPG that powered his hypersonic repeller.  He built one more for his water system, then took a day to scavenge the plumbing he’d need for the tank and its connection and to design the tank itself, ensuring to design in the carbidium shell for the PPG that would be on the tank itself.


Once he was done with that, he called Kumi to let him know he was alright, then called Jyslin to do the same, and get an update on Tim.  There was no change, just the suspicion that he was going to express.  Jason called every day after that, at a time of Jyslin’s choosing, so she could keep him updated.  During those calls, he also found himself talking to Tim, and to Symone, and also found himself talking to Maya.  It was starting to get complicated over there, he was sure.  Jyslin knew that Jason had talent, and that Tim might.  Symone knew those too, but didn’t know Maya knew about Jason.  Maya knew Jason did, but didn’t know about Tim and Symone.  Tim didn’t know about Jason, or even about himself.  Jyslin probably had to juggle quite a bit over there to keep Symone and Maya from crossing paths.


Jyslin never called him, despite knowing that he had an untracable panel, but Kumi had no such reservations.  She called him several times over the two weeks that Temika was recovering, at odd hours of the day and night, and once when she was roaring drunk to wish him a happy new year.  She really had nothing important to say, just seeing how he was coming on learning how the armor and bikes worked, then riding him for not working on that first.  She’d never lived without running water, even “roughing it” camping in a habitat module, so she had no idea what it was like.  She couldn’t fathom why getting the water going in his house was his primary objective, even over learning how the military hardware worked, until he told her to go one day without using any running water, for anything.  Then she understood.


It took him just one day to build the tank out of scavenged sheet metal, using an annealer, a shaping tool that softened molecular bonds to allow a rigid material to be bent, and an old-fashioned gas powered powered circular grinder, for stripping the rust and paint off the metal.  The result was a low-built, oblong cylindrical water tank that would hold about 1,000 gallons.  He used the sprayer to spray the interior with copper to make it rustproof, then installed the water pump and filter.  After that was done, the next day he started the rather grueling task of laying the pipe from the tank down to the river.  That took him an entire day, mainly because he absolutely refused to leave it exposed.  He dug a long ditch to the edge of his yard, then broke out a concrete sidewalk section and pried it out to run it to a storm drain.  Then he ran the pipe into the storm drain and under the street, then realized that the storm drain was big enough for him to crawl through and went all the way down to the river in virtually a straight line.  He ran the PVC pipe all the way down to the river, which opened about four feet over the surface of the river (though he knew that the water level would rise and fall with the weather), then simply installed a bend and dropped the pipe down into the water.  He made sure it went down far enough so low water level wouldn’t rob him of water, then sat there with his butt in the trickling water for several moments.  He was filthy, he was wet, and he was tired, but he managed to finish that part.

He waited until the next day to finish, because he was just too tired to do it the day before.  That only took about five hours, to run the pipe, drill a hole in the wall, then cut the existing pipe and hook it in.  When he was done, he went out and started the external pump and let it fill, making sure it was working right.  There was a wastewater pipe leading off it that went back tot hat same storm drain, which was the filtered mud and sediment in the river water, and he saw to his satisfaction that the tank was filling with absolutely clean water.  It was utterly pure; the filter would get absolutely everything, down the tiniest virus.  It took about three hours to fill the tank, and when it was full and the pump shut off, he went in and turned on the inside pump.  Temika, her arm in a sling and wearing the same torn shirt and a pair of sweat pants, looked surprised when he came in and turned on the sink, and a sudden spurt of reddish water spewed out erratically.  “Well, hot damn, you got it workin’, sugah,” she laughed.

“Yeah, we have to bleed the pipes now,” he told her.  “Get three years of crap out of them.”


“Yah know what this means, don’t yah?  A hot showah,” she said dreamily.


“After I turn on the hot water heater, yeah, but I want the pipes flushed before I do that, cause we’ll have to flush the heater too.”

About five hours after he got the water on, he had all the pipes flushed, the heater flushed, and they had hot and cold running water.  Finally, he felt like his house was a home.  He had comfort, he had security, and he had protection.

He was home.


After that was done, it was time to learn, time to do anything besides worry about Tim and Temika.  He started with the armor.  He read everything that Kumi left for him about it, and he practiced using it during the night, when he couldn’t be seen.  It had a bunch of different systems, and he learned how each of them worked.  The armor itself had signature maskers in it, part of its ECM capability, for remaining undetected was very important for just about anyone.  He wasn’t that good at using the anti-grav system, which would allow him to jump extreme distances, even fly for very short distances and rise to an altitude of about fifty feet.  It was short because space constraints demanded that the two spatial engines that supplied that ability were very, very small, only rated to lift a few hundred pounds combined.  They were little more the antigrav pods found in many floating platforms.  It was very hard to control his flight, because of the limitations of the engines.  They would quickly overload if he stayed up too long.  But, it was a very useful ability.  He got the hang of using the several vision modes of the helmet, as well.  It had normal mode, which was unchanged.  The visor would darken to deal with bright light, and the helmet could shift into low-light mode or shift into the infrared spectrum to see heat patterns, and could also shift into the ultraviolet spectrum for unparalleled night vision outdoors.  The heads-up display on the visor’s glass was very useful, highlighting human or humanoid shapes and targets, giving range to target in shakra, and it was able to discern an armed target from an unarmed target by item recognition routines in the programming.  The armor could identify weapons, and when it did so, it often put up a very brief summary of that weapon’s specs and particular dangers on the side of his visor.  Testing it on the airbike showed it could also identify other kinds of military hardware, though it did not recognize his airskimmer as a military piece of equipment.  It did identify it as a skimmer, but denoted it to be a non-combatant.  The helmet had a radio in it as well, capable of all grav-band and short range threaded hyperfrequencies, but he didn’t worry about that too much, because he doubted he would use it.  It also had directional microphones of a sort, sound-enhancers that let him hear faint sounds coming from a single direction, kind of like a boom microphone, and the helmet’s mikes were very sensitive, picking up just about everything, while the speakers just over his ears adjusted volume to ensure that no sound that they broadcast would be so loud that it would hurt him.  The result was a setup that let him hear a mouse skittering over a floor in the direction he was looking, The ability to hear most every sound from the flanks and behind him, and an assurance that a nearby explosion wouldn’t deafen him.  Most of the systems were controlled by a tiny keypad that flipped up on his forearm, just beside the flare where the nested MPAC autocannons were recessed into the armor, and the helmet vision modes were changed using buttons on the side of the helmet, just behind where his ear was.

Those autocannons scared him just a little bit.  They were rapid-fire versions of an MPAC pistol, and were not as strong as a rifle.  They were considered personal defensive weaponry for a soldier who lost his primary weapon, like an infantryman’s sidearm was his backup protection should he lose his rifle.  They had no controls on them as to extending them or retracting them, that was a function purely of positioning his wrists and hands in a very specific position, with his thumbs pressed up against the first joint of his middle fingers.  He accidentally had them extend on him a few times, and when they did, they were hot.  They were fired by pressing the thumb in a certain place against the side of the first joint of the forefinger, and they did not have safeties.  Fortunately, they wouldn’t fire if that place were pressed by anything other than the thumb, due to sensors in the thumbpads of the armored gauntlets.  He simply had to learn not to put his hands in that bent-down position while touching the tip of his thumb to the first joint of his middle finger, which was what caused the MPACs to extend and go hot.  The only kind of safety they had was that they wouldn’t fire if they detected that his hands were raised and possibly blocking the line of fire of the weapons.

After that, he worked on the airbikes, and Temika sat in with him as he did so.  One of them was hers—he had already made the deal—so she had to learn how to operate it.  These airbikes were much more complicated, because of their extra systems.  They had MPAC autocannons mounted on them, fearsome armament for their size, as well as a retractable belly-mounted unidirectional MPAC for attacking ground targets without having to strafe.  The airbikes had comm systems, had sensor jammers (they were recon-infiltration models), signature maskers, and much to his shock, they were equipped with shields.  He’d never heard of shields being installed on such a small piece of military hardware.  They were fairly weak shields, only 18 kilojoules, but they were harmonic resonance shields, which meant that they were about twice as strong as their energy output.  The shields were absolutely no defense against MPACs, which were shield-penetrating by their very nature, but they would make him and Temika absolutely invulnerable to any gun in the lawless zone when those shields were up.  The only problem with the shields was that they produced an energy signature that the maskers couldn’t hide, so they were a defense of last resort.  And he was sure to drill that into Temika’s head; if she used them, she’d have Faey all over her.  No human should possess such sophisticated military technology.  If they saw it, Jason felt it to be an absolute guarantee that they would investigate.

The liquid bandage certainly seemed to do the trick.  After two weeks, he checked her shoulder injury, and saw that the wound had closed.  It was still very tender, but at least the risk of infection abated once the skin closed over the injury.  She could raise her arm over her head now, meaning that he didn’t have to tear up any more shirts for her, and she was starting to go without the sling.  The nasty gash in her leg had not healed over yet, though, and she still walked with a noticable limp.  But once her shoulder was well enough for her to ride her airbike, they both took them out—slowly and carefully, both to get used to them and because of Temika’s shoulder—to one of her hiding places so she could get clothes and some personal effects.  That hiding place was an abandoned private mine way down an old logging road in central Wayne County, not far from the town of Wayne.  To his surprise, she had another vest something like the original that had been ruined, but not quite the same, in that stash.  There were assorted clothes, undergarments, jeans, and even a leather jacket for when it was cooler.

But he, quite simply, was not going to keep her sedate any longer.  That ride out to Wayne proved to her that she was capable of riding again.  She came down from the bedroom she’d been using wearing the clothes they’d gotten from Wayne, and she had her gun holster back on, checking the drum of the revolver as she came into the kitchen.  “You’re feeling chipper this morning,” he noted as he took a pan of oatmeal off the stove.

“Ah’m getting’ back out on the road,” she announced.  “Mah shouldah can take it, and Ah don’t need mah leg on the back of a bike.”

“I suppose I can’t stop you?” he asked mildly.  Personally, he didn’t really want to try.  She was an adult, and he’d come to learn over those two weeks that she wasn’t impulsive or rash.  If she believed she was ready, she probably was.  Besides, he was going to tear her hair out if she stayed much longer.  She got annoying when she was bored.

“You can try, sugah.  Ah doubt you’ll manage it,” she winked.  “Where’s mah Tek-9?”


“In the basement, where you left it,” he answered.


“Ah need to go see Clem, buy back some of that nine mil ammo Ah sold him,” she mused to herself as she limped towards the basement.  He set her a bowl of oatmeal, and she sat down at the table when she came back up.  “Ah’m takin’ my airbike. Can I park mah Harley here for now?”


He nodded.  “You can leave it in the garage.”


“Thanks, sugah, yo’ a lifesaver,” she said with a bright smile.  “Ah can’t wait to take that airbike out for a long ride,” she said with eager anticipation.


“Remember, no shields, no weapons, unless your life depends on it,” he warned.  “Use either, and the Faey’s space-based sensors will have your location pegged to the inch.”

“Ah remember.”


“You can use the threaded shortband to talk to me,” he told her.  “It has a range of about fifty miles, but won’t go any further.”


“Can the airbike’s radio pick up CB?”


Jason blinked.  “It’s capable of picking up the signal, but it wouldn’t know what to do with it,” he speculated.  “Unless the bike’s onboard computer understands what FM is.  We can always go see.  Let me go get my panel.”


“What you need that for?”


“So I can download what it needs to understand FM,” he replied.  “In case it doesn’t.”


And it didn’t.  Jason jacked his panel into the port for the airbike’s control computer, then surfed Civnet until he found a nice FM translation module.  Faey programs were more or less interchangable between different pieces of hardware, because most of their computers used the same architecture.  He transferred that module into the control computer, which automatically added it to its communications code.  Then it was just a matter of defining FM radio frequencies to the computer so it knew when to use the FM module.


“Cool, thanks a million, sugah,” she said, plugging a headset into the console of the airbike which let her hear the radio, and also speak.  She slid the earpiece into her ear, adjusted the microphone stem, then clipped the cord to the edge of her vest.  She took the key that Jason offered to her and started the airbike, creating that now-familiar high-pitched whine that spatial engines gave off.  “Wow, mah own airbike,” she said dreamily.  “Too bad it’s two weeks past when Ah wanted tah be ridin’ it.”


“Better late than dead,” he said seriously.  “Be careful out there, woman.  When they see you on this, they will gun for you.”


“Sugah, they gunned for me when Ah was on mah Harley,” she said seriously.  “Besides, now that Ah got this, who needs roads?” she grinned, then punched the airbike into the air.  She was a thousand feet up in the span of two seconds, then shot off to the southwest, back over the western side of Huntington.


Crazy woman.  But in a way, he was happy for her.  At least she’d have fun.


With Temika out of the house, Jason had more time to worry about other things than her wounds.  He still worried a little, but he knew that she was going to be alright.  That seemed a given to him.  He started worrying about Tim more now that Temika was out of the house, and without a new “project” to occupy his time, he really had trouble not worrying about Tim.  But he’d got his electricity going, his water going, he’d learned how the armor and the airbike worked…there wasn’t much for him to do.  So, that first day after Temika left, he tore down the railgun and started trying to tweak it to get it closer to that 20,000 miles an hour he thought the rounds should travel.  He recalculated that velocity based on his coiling and cascading magnetic catapult design, and discovered several minor mathematical mistakes that showed that it really should only go about 15,000 or so miles an hour, if fired in a vacuum.  He kicked himself a bit, but even he had to admit that he was only a student of Faey calculus.  If it had been error free, then he would have been surprised.

He did, however, somehow eliminate that sonic boom sound from the weapon when he put it back together.   Now this one, this one had him just stumped.  He had no idea why it stopped doing that.  Hours and hours of rechecking his math and assembling and reassembling the weapon did not divulge the secret of this strange mystery.  All he really knew was that the rounds were creating that loud whip-like sound before, and now they weren’t.


They should.  That’s what had him so confused.  Those rounds were going at a ridiculous speed, like Mach 21, and anything that exceeded the speed of sound created a sonic boom.  But after that first time he got it reassembled and test fired the weapon into the river, it had stopped making the sonic boom.  Now there was just that BEE-yah sound, the sound of the flux cabling capacitors discharging and the cabling energizing in its staggered pattern.  Nothing else changed at all.  The rounds still created that blue-white smoke corkscrew trail, they still went several miles before air resistance shattered the rounds (at least he thought so, he had no way to test that), and they still went somewhere around 14,000 miles an hour.  Nothing changed except now there was no sonic boom from the rounds splitting the air when they fired.  It drove him crazy all day, made for a sleepless night, but no amount of investigation produced any result other than gremlin.  This one he just had to chalk up to one of those weird things that would never really have an answer.


Who knows, maybe he just didn’t know enough about the behavior of air molecules in such extreme conditions to figure it out.


Without a new project, Jason was relegated to aimlessly surfing around Civnet, watching television, and keeping a wary ear and eye out for the Faey who were certainly looking for him.  But there had been no traffic or transmissions yet that hinted that they were coming, and no skimmers or dropships or fightercraft had appeared in the sky, only the occasional sighting of a freighter taking off from Columbus, heading for the stargate that the Faey had constructed about halfway between Earth and the moon.  He did research this “smartgun” technology incorporated into his armor, and discovered that it was a link between weapon and control computer that allowed the armor to put up a sight of where the weapon was pointing, and also displayed certain critical information about the weapon to the control computer when needed.  Jason saw the use of it, and started tinkering with the idea of trying to install smartgun technology into his railgun.  The only problem with that was that he’d have to totally rewrite the software governing the operation of the weapon to allow it to work with the armor’s computer.

He did, however, install a smartgun pad into the railgun.  He had one already, in the plasma pistol he had, for that was a military-grade MPAC, and it wasn’t a loss to the pistol, because the nested MPAC autocannons in his armor meant he’d never use the pistol while wearing it.  He just had no idea it was there.  It was built into the pistol grip, a transceiver pad that operated on a tightbeam threaded hyperfrequency, with a range of only about a foot.  There was a receiver pad in each of his armor’s gauntlets.  All he had to do was take it out, then put it under the grip casing in the railgun and run a dataline up into the chassis.  The railgun couldn’t use that smartgun link, but at least it was there, because he fully did intend to make it work. It gave him a new project to work on, something to occupy his mind.


It required some extensive research of Civnet, that took almost two days.  He found examples of TEL code that governed smartgun links, then went through the code of his railgun to see where and how it would need to be changed to allow the railgun’s operating system to communicate with the smartgun pad, then send information the control computer in his armor could understand.  It wasn’t as easy as just downloading a smartgun module for the railgun, because his railgun ran a unique operating system.  It wasn’t module compatible, and it would never be module compatible.

The third day, he started coding in those changes into the code he had stored on his panel.  He’d decided on going “lean,” on only making the smartgun link give the armor command computer access to limited information.  The smartgun link would only communicate current aim (through the scope), range, ammo count, and weapon status (safety on, hot, down, emergency shutdown mode), and the error code that caused an emergency shutdown should one occur.  That was the easy part.  The hard part was teaching his railgun control computer how to “talk” to the smartgun pad, then telling the smartgun pad how to transmit and receive its data in a format that the armor’s command computer could understand.  That was the tricky part, and it gave him a massive headache.


There was a knock at the door, which startled him out of his train of thought, and he wisely picked up his plasma pistol and went to his panel, even as he swept his mind through the area.  There were only five people out there, and their thoughts were agitated and very nervous, but not hostile.  One of them had thoughts that were chaotic, disjointed, as if they had trouble thinking about anything for very long before some nameless fear disrupted their reasoning.  He had his intrusion system deactivated at the moment, mainly because it was two in the afternoon, and he’d been relying more on his power than his system.  And he’d had his mind buried in that stupid code…it was just a good thing these people didn’t shoot through the door instead of knocking.  He’d caught a major break, and it taught him a serious lesson about remaining vigilent.  He used his panel to access the button camera sitting on the porch, and saw that there were four people standing there.  Two men, two women, all of them armed with rifles, but those rifles were slung over their shoulders.  A very young child appeared at the edge of the porch, and Jason chagned the camera angle to get a better look.  It was a little girl of maybe eight or nine, with long red hair done in two braids behind her head, wearing a torn, faded yellow sun dress.


These visitors brought a child?  Were they crazy?


Jason went to the door and opened it just a crack, looking out at them.  They all quickly turned to look at him through the screen door, and they all looked exhausted.  The camera hadn’t quite caught the haggard look of them, for they looked like they’d walked a thousand miles carrying a battleship.  Each man was in jeans and tee shirts, the taller man with a Pirates baseball cap who looked to be about forty, while the other man looked to be about thirty.  One of the women was middle aged and with graying brown hair, wore jeans and an old Nike shirt, while the other, who looked about thirty, wore a pair of coveralls and a tank top.  They looked to be two pairs of married couples, maybe a mother, father, child, and child’s spouse, towing along the grandchild.

“Beggin’ your pardon, sir,” the older man said, taking off his ball cap respectfully.  “Might you be Jason Fox?”


“I am,” he answered carefully.  “Who are you, and what do you want?”


“Well sir, I’m Clem Wilson,” he answered.


“Clem?  The gunsmith?”


“Yessir, that’s me,” he answered immediately.  “I had Temika drop by a couple of days ago, and we had a long talk about you.”


“Temika?  What did she say?”


“Well sir, she explained how you’d chased the gangs back across the river, and how you’d made this place more or less safe.  She also said you were a wiz at fixin’ stuff.”


“She did?  I think Temika talks too much,” Jason grunted darkly.


“She said enough, sir,” he said wearily.  “A couple of days before she came to visit, my place got attacked by a gang ain’t none of us never seen before.  They killed six people, and one of them was one of my grandkids,” he said in a quavering voice.  “A fine family and a six year old boy, dead.  Well, sir, we’re just sick and tired of it.  Mika said that this place is safe enough, from the spanking you put down on Joe Bueller and them being afraid to mess with you anymore.  We’d like permission to settle somewhere nearby.”


Jason was a bit startled, and it took him a long moment to even consider a reply.  Before he did anything, he looked at the man’s thoughts, and they proved the utter sincerity of his words.  He’d lost his six year old grandson in an attack on his heavily fortified compound by a group of nearly twenty armed men, as well as most of the other family that had grouped together with them for common defense.  The middle-aged woman wasn’t Clem’s wife, she was Ruth Mercer, the only survivor from that other family.  Only five survived out of a host of eleven, and one of the dead was a six year old boy.

“It don’t have to be right here, sir,” he said earnestly, his weary eyes pleading.  “Just somewhere close enough that the gangs won’t bother us.  Down near the east end bridge, or maybe up on the west end of Chesapeake.  We’ll pay you for the privilege.  I got lots of guns, and Luke here used to be a mechanic in the Army.  If he can’t fix it, it’s broke.  We don’t expect you to protect us or nothin’, all we want is to live near to this place, cause the gangs are afraid to come here.  We just want somewhere safe.”


Jason looked at them.  They looked so pitiful, so tired, and their thoughts were just as weary, as despairing, as their faces.  The little girl, she was still in shock from the attack, she was the one with the chaotic, disjointed mind, caused by the trauma of the assault.  They had been through utter hell, and then had packed everything they owned into an old National Guard deuce, a very large truck, and left.  That truck  was parked up on route 7, out of Jason’s sight, and they had made the very dangerous journey here, including running the gauntlet over in Huntington to come through the city and across the west end bridge.  They had left their home in Fort Gay behind, had driven almost 40 miles to get here, and had risked being killed by only God knew how many people on the way…they had done it all just for the hope that they could find a place of relative safety.  Jason looked at their thoughts, saw that in these people’s eyes, he was literally their last hope to reclaim their shattered lives and try to find peace.


He was overwhelmed with emotion, and there was little he could say, little he could do.  These people needed the safety of his claimed territory more than any excuse he could ever give to turn them away.  He could not look that poor little girl with her trauma-plagued mind in the eyes and deny her the chance to find someplace safe, someplace the bad men could not get her.


He sighed and bowed his head, getting his mind back under control, getting control of his emotions.  They couldn’t know about his talent, and he was about to give that secret away.  He looked Clem in the eyes as he opened the door.  “I don’t claim to own all of Ohio, Clem,” he told him evenly.  “If you want to settle in someplace around here, I won’t tell you that you can’t.  Just mind two things, Clem.  One, I’m not your guardian angel.  Two, the area around this bridge does belong to me, and I have some pretty nasty defensive traps set all over this place.  If you want to live in Chesapeake, you’re more than welcome.  Just make sure you find something a few blocks that way,” he said, pointing west, “at the very closest.  And for God’s sake, don’t come stumbling over in this direction.  I don’t want someone getting killed by accident.  If you want to come see me, come straight up Oak here.  That’s safe.  But once you cross 4th Street coming this way, you’re in the danger area.  I won’t be held responsible if I come out some morning and find what’s left of you scattered all over the block.  Is that understood?”

“It is, sir.  And thank you,” he said with such profound relief that Jason was surprised he could express it in words.


“You’re welcome.  And despite the way it sounds, I won’t be an invisible neighbor, Clem. I just wanted you to understand the situation.”


“I understand, sir.  Like I said, I never expected you to protect us.  All we want is to live in the shadow you put over this part of Ohio, the one the gangs are afraid to enter.”


“It’s not much of a shadow,” Jason said grimly.  “It’ll last until the next time one of the gangs thinks I’m not paying attention, and they’ll be back.  If they see new people over here, they’ll come back quicker.  It’s too bad it has to come to that,” he sighed.


None of the others said a word, which Jason thought was odd.  But from the looks on their faces, they were too tired, too numb, to much care, even when it was apparent that they were going to be allowed to stay.  There was a brief surge of elation, and then nothing but relief from them, though subdued.  The younger couple—Mary and Luke—were still deeply grieving for the loss of their son, and the older woman, Ruth, was all but in a depressed funk after losing her entire family in the attack.  Clem was the only one that seemed to have the strength to talk.


“Whatever you need, Mr. Jason sir, you just let us know,” Clem said sincerely.


“Right now I need you people to find yourself a good defendable house,” he answered.  “So I know you’ll be ready for nightfall.  If I recall, there’s a nice brick two-story about three blocks that way that has burglar bars on the windows, and a very high fence around the backyard.  That might do you.”


“We’ll go check it out, Mr. Jason sir.”


“And don’t call me that,” he added quickly.  “You’re older than me, and I’m certainly no gentleman.”


Clem actually laughed.  “This is your house, it’s only proper,” he said.  “But we’ll go look at that house and get out of your hair, sir.”

“Be careful.”


“We will, sir,” he promise with a nod.


Jason left them to their own devices, a bit worried.  Having them in the neighborhood was going to make it harder for him to do his own things, but he couldn’t look at them and say no.  Not after what they’d gone through.  If it caused him a little inconvenience, then so be it.  He was not going to look that terrified little girl in the eyes and deny her.


Nobody with an ounce of compassion in his soul could.
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Well, Clem had proved that he was anything if not a helpful neighbor.

They’d settled in down in the house Jason had suggested, and had immediately started preparing for the winter.  Ruth, who intended to stay with them, usurped every yard in front of every house on both sides of the street, and had them tilled over and fast-growing vegetables planted by sundown the next day.  They had a few chickens and some dogs, which they kept down on their side of the neighborhood.  Clem and Luke moved their things into the house, and as Mary got things situated inside, they ranged out to scavenge the furniture or other things they wanted to go with the new house.  Ruth had the yards plowed by sunset the next day, and though Jason hadn’t seen in their house yet, he had the feeling that it was all clean and organized within.  Instead of just tossing trash out in the streets, they’d done what Jason had done, piled it all up in an out of the way place and burned what they could, or placed in an abandoned house’s back yard, out of sight, what they could not burn.

Despite him saying that he was not their guardian angel, he could not ignore them down there.  During the night, he installed the last of the button cameras that Kumi had added into his care package so he could keep an eye on the far side of the neighborhood.  There was one camera trained on Clem’s house, but at a distance so as to preserve their privacy.  The rest kept a watch over the river and the streets beyond Clem’s house, and he added them to his proximity warning, which was now residing on his panel.  It would alert him if someone crossed the boundary he had defined to now include the blocks around Clem’s house, using a combination of motion sensors and face/shape recognition, which the panel used by analyzing the feed off all button and regular cameras.  The panel would endlessly keep a watch out for humanoid shapes invading his established territory, but it wouldn’t go off if Jason, Temika, or any of Clem’s group were picked up by the sensors or cameras.  That was easy enough to do, since the watchdog program he was using to was a module he got off Civnet.


They were quiet and inobtrusive, and did not bother him, or even contact him, for four days.  Jason used that time to go back to working on his railgun, importing the smartgun pad from the pistol into his railgun.  It took him almost thirty hours of continuous work to get the gun to even recognize the smartgun pad, and then another fourteen hours to finally—finally!—get the gun to send data over the pad.  Once he finally got that ironed out, it was a simple matter of modifying the program code of the processor to send certain data received to the smartgun pad.  The microprocessor in the pad would then decide whether or not to transmit that data, depending on if it sensed the presence of a receiving smartgun pad within proximity.  It was a one-way datastream, from the gun to the armor, which made it easier to code into the railgun’s software.


The only problem was, he had to all but completely armor up in order to test it.  The only things he could keep off were the legs and helmet, and he couldn’t be wearing anything other than very small underwear, like speedos, under that armor.  And he didn’t have any speedos.  So he stripped down, methodically donned his armor, then tested the smartgun link.  And to his aggravation, it didn’t work.


After taking the armor off and putting it on several times as he recoded the weapon and tested it, he just gave up and kept it on while he worked on fixing the problem.  Besides, it gave him a chance to get a feel for how it would be to wear it for long periods.  It wouldn’t get dirty, for that gel-like lining would draw sweat away. It was also self cleaning, requiring him only to clearn filters in the thighs, biceps, and lower sides of the armor every couple of weeks.  But, he discovered that using the bathroom while wearing it was certainly an eduational experience, as was sitting at a desk.  It wasn’t hard for him at all, but it wasn’t easy on his bare wood chair.  He’d had to get a pillow to keep from tearing his chair up every time he shifted his weight.

Perhaps it was only perfect timing that someone would decide to knock on his door right about then.  He checked his porch camera, and saw that it was Clem and his daughter Mary.  They knew he was home, it would take too long to take the armor off, and he was afraid that they might come in to see if he was alright if he didn’t answer the door.  So he went upstairs and up to the front door, then opened it just enough to peek through.  “Clem, miss Mary,” he said respectfully.

“Evenin’, Mister Jason sir,” Clem said, taking his hat off.  “Ruthie wanted to know if you wanted to come to dinner.”


“I appreciate the offer, but I’m kinda busy,” he answered.  “And not really dressed right now to entertain.”


“Damn, sorry Mister Jason sir,” Clem said apologetically.  “Didn’t realize you were about to take a bath.”


“That’s alright.  Maybe some other time.”


That was when he heard it.  That high-pitched whine of a spatial engine.  Downstairs, he heard his panel suddenly start sounding a very loud alarm.  He looked past Clem, and saw two small dropships moving slowly over southern Ohio, going from west to east.  They were too low to have any business being there.  Jason threw the door open and grabbed Clem by the arm, then yanked him inside.  Mary rushed in behind her as she looked back and saw it.  They both gave him a gawking look as he left them at the door, charging down into the basement.  He got to the panel and hit the hotkey at the top of his holographic keyboard that automatically shut down every Faey-based system the panel controlled.  The water system, the electricity, and the external sensor system all immediately shut down.  He took the panel back up with him as he went back to where Clem and Mary was, and saw them looking out the narrow windows to each side of the door, watching the two lazily drifting dropships, short-winged, stubby craft that served as infantry transports.

“What are those, Mister Jason?” Mary asked fearfully.


“Faey dropships, troop transports,” he answered darkly, looking out the window over her head.  “They’re not just flying over.  They have sensor pods on them.”

“What are they doing?” she asked.


“Looking for me,” he replied with a frown.


“They after that stuff you stole, son?” Clem asked, looking at his black armor.


“No, for who I am,” he answered.


“Well, we heard you were a pilot for the Faey, and that you stole a plane,” Clem whispered as they watched the two ships slowly move east.


“I didn’t steal it, it belongs to me,” he answered.  “So does this armor, and everything I have.  I didn’t steal anything.  They’re looking for me because they think I’m smart enough to work for the Imperium in research and development.  That’s an asset they won’t easily give up.”


“Ah, you planned ahead,” Clem noted.


“Not as well as I thought,” he said ruefully.  “I brought some stuff, but I didn’t come expecting a gang war.  I have a friend outside, she bought me this armor and some other things I needed, and brought it to me.”


“You think she gave you up?” Mary asked.  “I mean, only a blueskin could do that, bring stuff here.”


“She wouldn’t give me up,” he whispered confidently.  “And yes, she’s a blueskin.  Some of them are alright.”

“Look, they’re stopping,” Mary said fearfully.  Jason looked out and saw that they hadn’t stopped, they’d changed course.  They were now slowly flying right at his house.  Their path would take them right over it.  He frowned, trying to guess out if they could see the skimmer from that angle.  He realized that he’d failed to put up netting on the sides of the bridge to conceal the skimmer…an aggrievous oversight on his part.  Then again, he wasn’t all that familiar with this military stuff yet.  He could only hope that their angle wouldn’t let them see the skimmer.

They were all as quiet as church mice as the two dropships passed directly over Jason’s house.  He could hear their engines, could almost feel his skin tingling, but it wasn’t his skin that had him worried the most.  He quickly formed a shield of thought, then pushed it out away from him, one of the advanced techniques that Jyslin had taught him before he left, creating a barrier of talent that would protect him and the two people with him.  To the Faey, this house was devoid of any sentient being.  He felt several light touches on the edge of that shield of thought, press against it lightly, and then move on.  They were hunting for minds, and weren’t expecting active concealment, so they didn’t test his shield in any way.  He could only hope that the house’s brick was thick enough to conceal some of the metals that were in his house from their sensors, metals that wouldn’t be found anywhere else, metals that would give away his location.  He realized that he had no sensor blocking technology on the house, and none on the skimmer, leaving them open and exposed.

That was a glaring deficiency.  He had to start being more thorough about things like this, before it got him captured.  This was not a game.  Not being familiar with how things were done was absolutely no excuse.  He had to completely rethink how he did things, research how it was supposed to be done, then for God’s sake, do it.  Before he ended up in a windowless black room on Draconis Prime strapped down to a gurney and a mindbender with her hands on his face.

The three of them crept silently to the back of the house and looked out the kitchen window, towards the river.  The two dropships were still moving lazily south, out over the river and to the far side.  They watched as they drifted further and further out, then were hidden behind the houses that blocked his house’s view of the river.


They had missed them.


He blew out his breath, leaning on his hands, which were planted on the counter.  “That was close,” Clem said in a hushed voice.  “They certainly ain’t stoppin’.  It’s not another sweep.  Maybe they really were lookin’ just for you, Mister Jason sir.”


“I wonder if they saw anyone out on the streets,” Jason mused.


“No sir,” Clem told him.  “That sound makes everybody go to ground.”


“That’s good.”  He stood back up and put the curtain back down.  “Well, you two had better get on to dinner.  I’m going to try to get this to work.”


“Get what to work, if you don’t mind my asking?” Clem asked.


“A little project that helps take up my time,” he answered.


“No offense, but you should put some garden out before winter,” Clem said.  “I’ve been here four days now, and ain’t never seen you hunt or plant.  How do you eat?”


“Right now I’m living off the food I brought,” he answered.  “I’ve got about a month left of food.  I do need to start learning how to hunt, though.”


“I can help you there, Mister Jason,” Clem said.  “Next time me and Luke go up to try our hand, we’ll take you along.”


“I can help you put in a garden,” Mary offered with a shy smile.


“I think that would be a good idea,” Jason told her with a nod.  “We’re not plowing up my yard though.  I like my grass, thank you very much.”


“We noticed,” Clem chuckled.  “There’s lots of available ground around here, though.”

Jason nodded.  “We’ll just pull up some sidewalks and use the ground across the street,” he said.  “After I move my traps, though,” he added absently.  “And I need to do some more work.  I realized a few holes in my security when those dropships passed over us.  I have to fix that, quickly.”

After saying his goodbyes and seeing them out, he got back to work on the railgun.  He wanted to get that finished, so he could use the railgun without looking through the scope, and then without using the scope at all when he realized that it was the scope providing most of the data fed to the smartgun pad.  It wasn’t that hard to install a laser sight or write a rangefinder program, since that was a simple exercise in basic math dealing with the refraction of the laser bouncing off a target, but writing a targeting program and installing a new sensor by the muzzle to detect the laser sight was a bit tricky.

Seeing those dropships gave him a new urgency, so he worked on it non-stop.  For nearly thirty continuous hours he worked on it, using no-doze tablets out of his first aid kit to stay awake, because it was that important.  But after those thirty hours, after all the coding and recoding and recoding and testing, he came out of his basement with a railgun that could now do anything the attached scope could do, and could communicate over the smartgun link.  It could find the range to target, it put a crosshair on the heads-up of his visor when he had the railgun in his hands and the weapon was hot, and it supplied certain choice bits of information to the visor’s display, mainly ammo count and weapon status, and would flash critical error codes to his visor if they occurred.  He then taped clips together in a flip-flop array, letting him reload quickly by yanking the current clip and flipping it over for the fresh one, much like he’d seen them do on military documentaries, and placed the fifth odd clip in case on his belt.  The second taped clip went in a compartment on the thigh, because it was too big like that.  That allowed him to carry some 250 rounds clipped, and a couple of other belt compartments were filled with loose rounds, which gave him a very good supply.  The last chore was installing carrying strap anchors and fashioning a sling strap, and he was done.

The railgun was now completely finished.  It worked, it worked well, it worked either with his armor or with the scope (for when he wasn’t wearing armor), and he felt there was nothing more to be done with it…though someday he would figure out why the rounds stopped creating the sonic boom.  But that could wait, because he had too much to do.


After a long, needed sleep, he got up in the middle of the night and got to work.  The first order of business was netting.  He scoured the city in the dark, wearing full armor because he was in no mood to take anything off anyone, until he found an old military surplus store in Barborsville.  After evicting a bear who had taken up residence inside, he raided the place for a goodly supply of netting, which was one of the few things that someone else hadn’t taken.  He also raided the National Guard detachment, then the Air National Guard detachment up at the old airport, collecting up more of the netting that nobody else seemed to want.  He was forced to use his trailer for his airbike, risking them detecting it because he needed its carrying capacity.  After that, he added coating the spatial engine casing of the carrier in carbidium to his list of things to do, so it wouldn’t be detected.


After he collected up all the netting he could get, he pulled it out, tied it together as needed, then hung it off the edge of the bridge around his skimmer.  He had more than enough for both sides, but he ran out trying to go across the underside.  It left a fifty foot gap, so he centered that gap so one had to literally be looking straight in through the middle to see inside.  He anchored the netting directly to the ground and the concrete using an annealer—which almost caused it to overload trying to anneal one composite material to another, something that they did not do very well—and rode around on his airbike to look at his work at varying altitudes and distances.  It was the wrong color, he realized as he inspected it from a distance, drawing his eye to it.  He then tracked down some paint from Lowe’s and literally painted the netting to match the ground, grass, and concrete underneath where it hung.  After doing that, it looked very good.


That took him two days.  After that, he addressed the problem of blocking sensors.  There really was no dependable technology to do so, at least none in the public doman (though there probably were a bunch tha were considered top secret), relying instead on hiding the sources of energy that would be detected by the sensors.  Faey sensors had a very wide array of detection capability, but they weren’t as sensitive as Jason would have thought.  With their other technology, he’d have thought that their sensors could find an individual human in a city by his unique biorhythms, but they could not.  They could detect “life,” but couldn’t discern between organisms of the same general size.  They could tell a tree from an animal, but couldn’t tell a fox from a coyote, or a bear from a human, and they could not pinpoint a return that faint from a great distance…such as from orbit.  From orbit, the area around Huntington was just one big blur of “life,” with no hope of separating individual life signs.  The closer the sensor array was, the more accurate it could get…which was why those sensor pods on those dropships were so dangerous to them.


That sent him back to Civnet, for an intense search on the exact way that Faey sensors operated.  They had two modes, passive and active, much like the old sonar used by ships and submarines.  Passive was “listening” for certain energy signatures, and active was bouncing a signal off an area to check for the specific pattern of the return.  How the signal was returned would tell them the physical makeup of the material in question, and those were rather sensitive.  Maya had him hide the skimmer under the bride to protect it against that sensor technique, while keeping it powered down protected it from the passive type.


He brainstormed constantly for days, often forgetting to eat and sleep.  Temika returned during that time, but he barely remembered it.  He would come up to his kitchen and find food sitting on the table, left by Clem’s group, and have no idea how it got there, if he cooked it, or anything.  He’d been leaving his door unlocked.  Every iota of his attention was focused on the single task of devising a means to defeat Faey sensors, to hide him and his equipment from scans.  The carbidium defended against the passive sensors by shielding the energy signature of what was behind it, but there was no way to defend that piece of equipment against an active sweep, because it would detect the carbidium itself, as well as the energy signal it was hiding.

The airbikes didn’t have any kind or protection against the active component of Faey sensors, but the active portion wasn’t as much of a danger to him because of the great distance involved between him and the sensors.  At that range, the airbike’s active signature was so small that the computer that washed the return for the sensor operator very well might attribute it to a magnetic anomoly, where a shift or disruption in the Earth’s magnetic field caused a “bounce,” or a false return.  That’s why Kumi hadn’t been worried about the airbikes, feeling that all they needed were signature maskers.  The skimmer, on the other hand, was way too large to avoid detection.  But, if those sensors were closer, like those dropships using sensor pods, then the smaller items were going to get detected.  Either dropship would have picked up his airbike had it not been in his skimmer, which itself was under the bridge.


He thought of his skimmer again.  It was relying on a combination of defenses to hide it from the sensors.  It was powered down, to prevent passive sweeps from detecting its energy signature.  But, it was also hidden under the bridge, where the tons of concrete and steel were over it, scrambling the active signal that was reaching it, then scrambling it again when it bounced back into space, which effectively concealed the active signature of the metals of which the skimmer was constructed.  

So, he needed some kind of hybrid concept, a combination of physical shielding to defeat passive sensors and some way to defeat the active sensor.  He studied the hyperthreaded pulse that the Faey used as their active sensor signal, and found that it too was a metaphased concept.  That signal was a composite of an infinite number of individual frequencies that shifted slightly into alternate quantum states, in effect existing in multiple states at once.  It was by no means as complicated or far-reaching as metaphased plasma, however, only reaching slightly into alternate quantum states, what they called quantum shift.  That was how the active sensors could also detect metaphased plasma operations, because they detected the alternate quantum states.  But exceptionally heavy metals like carbidium blocked that, because they were so dense that they literally reached just enough into quantum shift to present a physical barrier to a signal that only just extended into quantum shift.  It was kind of like the idea of a black hole, a gravity field so dense that nothing could escape it.  Well, carbidium was so physically dense that not even the partially metaphased signal of a Faey sensor could penetrate it, even if it was sprayed onto a casing using a sprayer.


He added that into his list of requirements.  His solution needed to be able to defeat a hyperthreaded signal, that would possess quantum shift.


He looked, and looked, and looked.  He surfed through engineering boards, research sites, even hunted through the archives at Research and Development that he could access, and found no answer.


He literally pounded his head on the desk at one point, disrupting his holographic keyboard.  He then leaned back in his chair so deeply that his head flopped upside down behind him, and he was presented with a flip-flopped view of the far side of his room.  Over there was stored his stuff and some excess material.  His armor was hanging on the wall on pegs for each piece, his railgun on a rack over it, and that spool of excess phase cloth was leaning in the corner.

Phase cloth.


Phase cloth!

Holy shit!  That just might work!


All he needed to do was find something that would be effective against the entire signal, including the segments that were quantum shifted.  The nature of the signal was in itself one of the problems getting around it, since it was a hyperthreaded pulse, possessing quantum shift.  Just like how phase cloth could defeat metaphased plasma, he needed something that could deal with the metaphased aspect of the hyperthreaded pulse.

So he needed to fight fire with fire.  He needed to stop a quantum shifted signal with a quantum shifted material.


Phase cloth was a layered armored cloth with the phased silk of those arachnids in the middle of it.  It was designed to stop MPAC fires by defeating the metaphased aspect of the charge, presenting a physical barrier to a substance that existed in a different quantum reality…or multiple quantum realities, in the case of an MPAC.


What he needed was something along the lines of a similar concept.  He needed a material, a layer, that would intercept that hyperthreaded pulse and either absorb it, refract it, or redirect it, either capture it or scatter it so no coherent reply got back to the receiver. It had to be the outermost layer of the object it was hiding, to prevent anything in front of it from bouncing back a signal.  It had to possess quantum shift, to be able to defeat the sensors on that level, but still had to be constituted of a materal dense enough to block passive sensors from detecting energy signatures.

If he wanted a barrier that existed outside all others, then he either needed a field or a shield.  A field was a broad area of energy, like the volume inside a microwave oven, where the energy signature saturated a volume.  When turned on, a microwave oven created a field of microwave radiation, trapped inside the oven itself, which excited water molecules.  A shield was an active projection of coherent energy with defined borders, not saturating a wide area of volume.  The shields in his skimmer were the perfect example of that.


The shield idea was immediately out.  It would be too difficult to design, and he didn’t have the parts on hand to build one anyway.  But a field was doable.  The simplest form of a field he could create would be a white noise generator.  That was simply a Faey hyperthreaded pulse emitter set down here that fired the entire signal back back into space, blinding their active sensors by hiding actual returns behind a wall of responses.  The drawback of that is that it would be pretty darn obvious, when they saw this hole of nothing smack dab in the middle of a grid of defined response.

Given that the idea here was to trick them into thinking nothing was there, that meant that he needed the second idea of it, an inverse emitter, or black noise generator.  If he could get his hands on the sensor signatures of certain materials to the hyperthreaded pulse signature, he could simply build a device that detected those patterns then immediately generated a counter-signal at inverse phase.  When signals at inverted phase encountered one another, they cancelled each other out.


Now that…that had potential.  It would be very easy to build, he had the materials to build it, and all he really had to do was hook it up to an emitter strong enough to cover several blocks.  That wouldn’t be hard at all, and would be child’s play to program.  He already had an emitter, it would just take telling it to listen at a microphone and immediately emit the frequencies that non-native objects would reflect, inverted to the incoming signal.  The delay would be in the nanoseconds…that wouldn’t cause a complete cancel, but would so seriously weaken the outbound signal that it would be effectively unreadable.  And since the device was only blocking signatures of things he wasn’t supposed to have, it would let the signatures of things like wood and rock and such through, but hide the presence of carbidium, neutronium, and so on.

All he needed was the sensor signatures of Faey-based materials, a Faey sensor receiver, and the control box he was using on the hypersonic emitter.  And God bless, he already had all three.  The sensor signatures were readily available on Civnet; the signatures were in no way classified, often part of the basic scientific description of the metal or material, because they in no way gave away the technological secrets behind the sensor itself.  After all, the hyperthreaded pulse was just a pulse of virtually every frequency, from ELF (Extremely Low Frequency) up through theta-band quantum.  There was a Faey sensor receiver in his skimmer, part of its own sensor system, and the frequency generator was already being used for something.


It took him two hours to remove the sensor array out of his skimmer and install it in the church steeple.  It took him two more hours to connect it to the control box and reconfigure his hypersonic emitter.  It took one hour to change the emitter so it was capable of generating the required energy signatures when he found out the one he had wasn’t capable of it.  It took him three hours to program the control box with what to listen for, and what to emit when it detected it.  Then, it took him an hour to go over his work and make sure.

After that, he just turned it on and stood up there, watching and waiting for a sensor satellite to pass over.  That took almost three hours.  But when it did, when he saw the signature spike that warned that a hyperthreaded pulse had been detected, the emitter immediately generated a counter-pulse with the combined composite frequencies in inverse phase to eradicate the signature of every Faey-constructed object within 700 yards of the emitter.


He had no idea if it worked, but that was a very positive sign.


The only real way to test it was to do something absolutely drastic.  He had to put something out that they absolutely would not miss on a sensor sweep, let the satellite go by, then see if they responded to it.  The only thing that he had like that was the skimmer.


He saw no other choice.  He had to make sure this worked.


But moving it presented a problem, because as soon as he powered it up, the Faey’s passive sensors would detect it.  If it was a military skimmer, its armor and its signature maskers would hide its energy signature, but it was not.  If that black noise generator worked, then they wouldn’t detect the skimmer with active sensors…so now he had to figure out a way to move the skimmer without it being detected.


Well, the simple answer was that there wasn’t one.  The skimmer was way, way too big to even try shielding its power sources with carbidium, because he’d have to plate the whole damn skimmer.  Not only would that ruin the paint job, but he didn’t have enough carbidium to do that.  He wouldn’t have even if he still had it all.  He wasn’t even sure if that would work, because of the huge power plants in the skimmer, and the very large power signature it gave off.  After all, it had PPGs and spatial engines that could move 12,000 standard tons and weapons and shields and tertiary systems, all of which would contribute to that energy signature.  He wasn’t sure a coating of carbidium was going to pull that off.  Now, if he was to modify the skimmer’s shields to reflect the energy signature back, or absorb it, that might do it, but that would take a team of scientists a long time to pull off.  That would take designing a shield generator from the ground up, way out of his league.  Then he’d have to figure out how to hide the energy signature of the shield itself.

Actually, he could probably do that.  If had access to a full lab and a year or so to experiment, he could probably manage that.  Shields could be designed to be physical, like a force field, physically opposing kinetec energy or force, or they could be energy, creating a matrix of power that performed a specific task.  He remembered that from Plasma I.  Certain forms of energy actively absorbed other energy.  Most starship shields were a hybrid of those two principles, shields that carried both a physical component and an energy component.  They were like that so they could both attempt to deflect hostile energy and also absorb it.  The combination of those two defenses greatly reduced the destructive power of an attack executed against them.  It was just a matter of finding the right composite harmonic shield frequency with the right type of energy forming the shield matrix that would cause it to absorb low-energy emissions, like the energy signature of a PPG.


Something he’d love to have, but just didn’t have the year to discover.


No, the skimmer was out.  He couldn’t move it out to perform the test without it getting picked up, so that wasn’t a viable test subject, because if it was picked up, he’d have no idea if it was the energy signature or an active sweep that gave it away.  And he had nothing else so large that it would get immediate attention…so he really had no way to test it, not without giving away his position.  He’d just have to trust that he did it right, and pray every time he saw that emitter display show the spike of a hyperthreaded pulse.


He came down from the church, feeling both relieved and nervous at the same time.  There was no real way to know how effective it was going to be, but he had high hopes.  In any event, he’d find out the next time a dropship cruised by with its sensor pods going.


When he came down, he saw Temika sitting outside his house, sitting on her parked airbike, leaning over the handle bars as she talked to someone he’d never seen before.  It was a black man of medium height, but monstrous dimensions.  He was huge, built like a mack truck, obviously a bodybuilder.  Those thick arms were more than visible with the white muscle shirt he wore, and his legs strained the faded, dirty jeans he wore.  Curious, Jason ambled over towards them, carrying his tool kit in his hand.

“Hey Sugah, glad tah see yah out among the livin’ again,” Temika winked in greeting.  “Jason, this is Kevin King, but most everyone calls him Tank.  Ah think it ain’t too obvious why,” she grinned.


Jason briefly listened to the man’s thoughts.  He was a bit nervous at meeting Jason for some odd reason, and hoped that he gave a good first impression.  He had to remind himself to offer his hand.  “It’s good to meet you, Mister Jason,” he said in a mild accent that he remembered hearing from some people in New Orleans.  This man had spent enough time there for it to flavor his speech, but not totally infect him.  The New Orleans drawl was almost like a virus, but it had never infected Jason.  He’d spent too much time traveling around as a child to have any identifiable accent, other than it being uniquely his own.


“What are you doing in my neck of the woods, Tank?” he asked.


“Well, I got a couple of people down at my place that say they know you,” he answered, and his thought matched his words.  Jason’s eyes picked up when Kevin thought about the blueskin he had tied up in his basement.  “One’s a blueskin, the other’s a young guy about my height, kinda skinny, with dark hair.  Calls himself Tim.”


Jason’s eyes widened.  “You have Tim?” he asked in shock.  “And Symone?”


“I can’t really say I know the blueskin’s name, Mister Jason.  She was unconscious when I found ‘em.  The guy, he’s just coming around.”


His thoughts told Jason everything he needed to know.  He’d come across them yesterday out in the forest, both knocked out, after coming out to see what was making a bunch of noise not far from the little house where he lived, down near Williamson.  The blueskin—Symone—was in full combat armor, armor that had burns all over it, and her helmet’s visor had been shattered.  Tim had a broken arm and some burns on his legs, not too bad though, and had just woke up a few hours ago and started going on and on about how they were trying to find Jason.  Kevin knew from the way he was talking that he had to be talking about the Jason that he’d about from Temika, who visted every few days—he really fancied her, but he was too shy to reveal that to her—and she’d brought him up here to see if he was lying—well, she followed him as he rode a dirt bike up…no way was he getting on the back of that airbike with a crazy driver like Temika driving it.  Kevin’s brother, Willy, was watching them, using the blueskin’s fancy plasma gun to keep the blueskin subdued if she woke up.  Kevin was no doctor, but he’d patched up Tim’s arm with a splint, and hadn’t really touched the blueskin.  She gave him the creeps, even knocked out.  He did take off her helmet, though, and aside from a bloodied nose, he didn’t think she was hurt too bad.  He thought she might have a few burns where the armor was burned real bad, but nothing else. He figured she was knocked out from whatever gave her the bloody nose, maybe a concussion.

“Let me get my airbike,” he said immediately, fear and concern flooding through him, so much so he forgot himself.  “You’re taking me to them.”


“You know this guy, Mister Jason?”


“He’s my best friend.  Symone’s his—well, let’s call her his wife.  She’s a good blueskin.  You have a CB that Willy can hear?”


“How did you know about Willy?” Kevin asked, giving him a strange look.


Jason cursed, then blew out his breath and scrubbed his hand through his hair.  “It’s a long story.  Let’s just get down there.  Wait here while I get my airbike.”


Kevin’s thoughts were confused and suspicious now, and so were Temika’s.  He’d slipped, he’d blundered, and now he had to find a way to either explain it or reveal the truth.  That wasn’t about to happen, though, because any wandering squatter that knew about his talent would be an open book to any Faey patrol that picked him or her up.  He debated what to do while he got his airbike out of the skimmer, then pulled it to a stop in front of Temika.  He ignored them as he got off the bike and ran into the house, getting his railgun and his MPAC pistol, and stowing his panel in a shoulder satchel and bringing that along as well.  He remembered to put the scope back on the railgun before he left the house, then locked the door behind him and activated the house’s security system via his panel after he got back to his airbike.  “You can ride with her, or you can ride with me,” Jason told him bluntly as he mounted his airbike, then stowed his railgun in the holster behind his right leg specifically designed to hold and secure a rifle.  “Choose.”

“I wanna know how you knew about my little brother,” Kevin said adamantly.


“I’ll explain it to you when we get there,” he said impatiently.  “But we’re going now, even if I have to lasso you and drag you behind me.  Now choose a bike.”


“Uh, I’ll ride with Mika,” he said warily.


“Mika?” he asked her.


“It’s what most folks call me, sugah,” she told him, though not as warmly as she usually addressed him.  “Ah guess three syllables is one too long or somethin’.”


Jason reached into the storage compartment where the gas tank would have been on a motorcycle and produced a pair of one-piece visor sunglasses that had a strap on the back, then snugly secured them over his eyes.  They acted both as sunglasses and protection against the sharp wind.  “Let’s go,” he ordered, kicking his bike into the air.


He hadn’t talked to Jyslin in a few days, so something like this was possible, he pondered grimly as he followed behind Temika’s airbike at an altitude of about a thousand feet.  But why was the question.  What had brought them out here, and what had caused their injuries?  Had they fought their way out of New Orleans?  Had they fled to the wildlands to protect Tim?  Or had they just been on their way to see him, visit him, and had something catastrophic happen?  Jason zoomed up to Temika’s side, then waved at her to get her attention.  He fixed his earpiece in deliberately, and she nodded in understanding.  She pulled up her own, then got the extra out and passed it back to Kevin, shouting instructions to him.  When he got it seated in his ear and the mic over his mouth, Jason held up one finger to tell her which shortband channel to use, which was purely for local communication.  With a range of only about ten miles, there was no chance that anyone was going to pick it up that shouldn’t be hearing it.  “You on?” Temika called over her radio.

“I am,” he said.  “Kevin, explain what happened before you found them.”


“Well, I was hearing a bunch of popping sounds coming from the south,” he explained.  “I went to look, and saw something falling down burnin’.  It landed in the Big Sandy River.  Well, me and Willy went out to see what it was, but whatever it was had already sunk by the time we got out there.  We found that blueskin and that other fella laying out near the bank.  They were soaked to the bone, but both had burns on ‘em.”


“You didn’t see any Faey craft around?”


“No sir,” he answered.  “Willy thinks it was an accident of some kind, that the ship they were on blew an engine or somethin’.  I ain’t too sure, cause the burns on that blueskin’s armor didn’t look like they were made by fire.  Now, how did you know about Willy?”


Jason blew out his breath, seeing no way to make up a good story about it.  “I’ll explain on the ground, and not over an open comm channel,” he said pointedly.


“That won’t be but like five more minutes, sugah,” Temika called.  “It ain’t but like fifteen minutes tah Williamson at this speed.”


And that was about what it took.  They flew into a strong afternoon thunderstorm that was settled over southern West Virginia, quickly soaking all three of them.  Temika had to circle in the rain a few times to find Kevin’s small house, in the back of a short, deep valley with trees knocked over the dirt road leading into it, about two miles from the abandoned city of Williamson.  They landed right outside, as a tall, very thin young black man with dreadlocks stepped out of the front door brandishing a plasma rifle.  Jason jumped off his airbike before it was even fully down, then charged past the surprised young man and into the house.  He could tell from their thought patterns that Tim was afraid but alright, maybe a little scared, and that Symone was unconscious, her thought patterns subdued and withdrawn.  Worry and concern were raging through him as he found the open door to the basement, then charged down the steps three at a time.  He found himself in a full-sized basement, with no walls to section it off, filled with boxes and old furniture.  Against the nearest wall were two figures, both laying on a blanket on the concrete floor, Tim and Symone.  Tim’s left arm was splinted to an old broom handle, and his face was a bit pale.  Symone was sprawled out on the floor in a heap, her helmet off and her silky blond hair matted with blood and stained with ash and soot.  “Jason!” Tim cried out with sudden relief, joy and excitement rushing through his thoughts.  Jason rushed over and knelt between them, putting his hand on Tim’s forehead.  He wasn’t cold, meaning he wasn’t in shock or suffering from blood loss, he was just pale from worry.

“What the hell are you doing out here?” he demanded immediately as he turned to Symone.  Kevin was right; some of the burns on her armor were not from fire.  They were MPAC strikes.  Even though the armor they used was century old surplus junk, it was still designed to deal with plasma weapons, as the Faey had them back then.  She’d been hit three times by MPAC fire…in the left shin, in the left thigh, and in the left shoulder.  All three strikes penetrated the armor, and after Jason got her boot and greave off her leg, he saw that the two hits to her leg had left her with second degree burns with a charred circle about the size of a silver dollar in the middle, the direct impact of the MPAC charge.  That was a third degree burn.  “Shit,” Jason growled.  “Who was shooting at you?”


“About half the Faey army,” Tim said weakly, sitting up.  “Is she alright?  Is she going to be alright?”


“Shut up a minute,” he snapped as Temika, Kevin, and Willy came down into the basement.  There was no physical trauma to her head, but a touch on her mind showed that she was suffering from psychotraumatic shock, an aftereffect of a Faey who had fought a vicious telepathic duel.  Symone had probably won, which was why they were here…or more to the point, she had defended herself and Tim from repeated telepathic attacks, until it overwhelmed her.


“I, I felt that!” Tim gasped.


Jason glanced at him.  “They didn’t tell you?”


“Well, they told me yesterday,” he answered with a weak chuckle.  “I just didn’t believe them.”


“Now I see why you’re here,” he said grimly.


Tim nodded.  “I fucked up,” he said honestly.  “Same as that other girl, I blew it in the middle of my plasma dynamics class.  But Symone was on campus, and she wouldn’t let them take me.  She fought us out of New Orleans, and we hid in Crown City while Jyslin talked to some woman that knows you, that knew generally where you were.  Then we stole an airskimmer and flew north.”

“Kumi,” Jason realized.


“They chased us, but Symone had stole a really fast skimmer.  We managed to stay ahead of them, at least until a couple of fighters showed up.  They blasted us to hell.  We crashed into that river, and then I woke up here.  Is Symone going to be alright?”

“After a very long sleep,” he nodded.  “Her brain just needs time to recover.  These burns are another matter,” he said with a frown, looking at the charred flesh surrounded by savage burns.  “I think I have something in my first aid kit that should help with it, though.”


“So you do know each other,” Kevin said soberly.


“He’s who we came to find,” Tim told him quickly.


“Suspicious that you’re traveling with a blueskin, boy,” Kevin said with a hint of threat.


“Symone’s no threat to any of you,” Jason told them curtly as he carefully locked her armor back over her leg, then put her boot back on.  She’d be best off in her armor til he got her home.

“Now, you’re gonna answer my question, Mister Jason,” Kevin said sternly, taking the plasma rifle from his brother.  “How did you know about Willy?”


“It’s simple, Kevin,” Jason said calmly, picking up Symone’s helmet.  “It’s why I’m here.”


Temika gave him a curious look, then gasped heavily.  “Omigawd, yo’ a telepath, ain’t yah!” she exclaimed.  “A human telepath!”

“That’s right,” he agreed pleasantly.  “I have talent.  I’m here because I don’t want to be a weapon for the Faey.  And I’m not the only one,” he said, looking right at Tim.  “There have been other humans showing telepathic ability.  I’m not unique.  I’m just lucky that I happen to have Faey friends who were willing to teach me how to use it without turning me in.  But you three shouldn’t worry too much about it,” he told them.


“Why is that?” Willy asked dumbly.


“Because you’re not going to remember it,” he answered bluntly.


“How—oh.  Ohhhhh,” Willy said, understanding.  “You can do that?”


“I can,” he answered evenly.  “Trust me, it’s not because I want to, but it’s safer for everyone if you don’t remember.  If a Faey caught you in a sweep, they’d know about me in about two seconds, and then it’s my ass.”


“What does that mean?” Kevin demanded.


“He’s gonna do that tepathic thing on us,” he said, mispronouncing the word.  “Make us forget what he said.”


“You ain’t doin’ nothing to me, boy!” Kevin shouted, raising Symone’s MPAC rifle.


Jason struck with the speed of thought against Kevin, driving a spear of consciousness into his mind.  Just like any other human without talent, his mind was utterly defenseless against that attack.  He was inside in an instant, and had Kevin’s muscles locked to prevent him from raising that rifle an inch more in about a millisecond after gaining access to Kevin’s mind.  Less than a second after that, Jason had carefully snipped out the parts of Kevin’s memory about Jason’s admission, and the slip that had caused it in the first place.  He didn’t even bother replacing it with anything, because it was obvious enough as to why he was here and what he was doing.  He shifted and struck Willy next, which only required him to erase that last few seconds of his memory, then moved and hit Temika.


He was almost knocked back on his heels.  Temika’s mind was like a steel curtain, and he failed to penetrate it.  He shifted his focus and sharpened his attack as her eyes widened, striking much harder and much more precisely, trying to punch through her defense.  This time he managed to penetrate her very strong yet unskilled attempt to protect her mind, an automatic reaction of a mind that had been raked over the coals by a telepath before, and was not going to just let it happen again.

Holy Lord, Temika Daniels had talent!  It was still unrealized, unexpressed, but the simple fact that her mind had the strength to defend against him where Kevin and Willy did not told him everything he needed to know!


He purged her short-term memory of his admission, then gave her a very long, very serious look.  She had talent.  It might never express, given she had very limited contact with the Faey, but it was there.  No doubt it was urged out of its deep hibernation by the mental raping she’d received, which had made her almost phobic about being touched.  Exposure to Faey telepathy had awakened the potential in her, and now it merely slept, perhaps to awaken or perhaps not…but it was there.


All three of them began to blink, looking around in confusion.  Jason turned and looked at Tim, then sent openly.  Can you hear this? Nod if you can.

Tim winced, then nodded, rubbing his temple gingerly.


Jason toned down the power a little.  I wiped that out of their minds.  Do not mention it.  As far as they know, I’m just as normal as anyone else, and it has to stay that way.

He nodded soberly, then looked at Symone with worried eyes.


“Don’t worry, she’ll be alright,” he said aloud.  “Let’s get you two up and to the airbikes.  I need that, please,” Jason said to Kevin, holding his hand out and pointing at the MPAC.


Kevin looked at him blankly, then woodenly handed him the rifle.  “They gonna be ok, Mister Jason?”


“They’re banged up, but okay,” Jason replied.  “I need to get them home.  You know any doctors, Temika?” he asked.


She shook her head blearily.  “Yeah, Ah know one ovah in Logan,” she answered.  “Ah could get him tah come, but he’ll want you tah pay him somethin’.”


“That’s fine.  Come back to Chesapeake with me so you can bring Tank back to his bike, then could you please go get him?  Tim’s gonna need a cast for his arm, and I have no idea how to do that.”


“Sure, sugah,” she said with a nod, though her eyes looked a little confused.


Jason picked up Symone, shifting her a bit because her armor was making her heavy, then Willy blinked and helped Tim get to his feet.  Willy helped Tim up the stairs with a gentle hand, and Jason and the others followed him outside, out into the rain.  Jason mounted his bike with Symone still in his arms, then settled her in front of him as Willy helped Tim get on the bike behind him.  “There’s a seat belt back there,” Jason told the young black man.  “Could you help him get it on?  He won’t be able to hold on very well.”


“Sure,” Willy nodded, then helped belt Tim in as Temika and Kevin mounted the other bike.  “Got room for me, Mika?” he asked hopefully.


“Sure, sugah,” she nodded, jerking a thumb behind her as Kevin swung his leg over the saddle and sat down.  “Behind Tank, and you’d better hold on, sugah.  Ah don’t go slow.”


Jason stuffed Symone’s rifle in with his railgun in the holster, which locked both in place, then he gently pulled his airbike off the ground.  He had to get these two back to his house, get them somplace safe.  He also had to figure out what to do.  Tim had expressed.  Tim did have talent, and the bad part is that the Faey knew about him.  Symone had literally fought tooth and nail to get him here, and now she was an outlaw to her own people.  She had thrown her lot in with Tim, for better or worse, and now she was stuck with her decision. She had fought with her own people for the sake of her man, a man she would not give to them without one hell of a fight, from the look of things.  She had done much more than desert.  She had committed treason against House Trillane.  Now, Symone was an outlaw, just like Jason and Tim.   She was one of them.

He had to talk to Jyslin.  He had to find out what happened, find out if she had gotten involved.  Oh she had, he knew she did, but he doubted it was anything that was noticed.  Symone was a house soldier, but Jyslin was an Imperial Marine.  She would not do something as drastic as open armed rebellion against established authority.  She’d helped by contacting Kumi and finding out where she’d delivered the care package he’d bought, but wouldn’t help any more than that.  And in its own way, that was all she needed to do.


If anything, this changed everything, he was sure of that.  It would introduce all kinds of headaches for him, but at least he knew they were safe now.  He had to get them back to health, and he and Symone would have to have a long talk about what to do with Tim, but at least they were safe.


That made him so relieved.  They were safe, they were with him, and he’d do his best to protect them from the wrath of House Trillane.


That was what friends were for.
