Chapter 15


Chiira, Kaitha (New Year’s Day), 4395 Orthodox Calendar



Tuesday, 13 July 2008, Native Regional Reckoning



Cheyenne Mountain (Native designation), Gorei Nature Preserve, American Sector

New Year’s Day on the Faey calendar.


The first day of the year.


The first day of the worst period in the history of House Trillane…at least if Jason had anything to say about it, because they were finally ready.


For nearly three months, they’d been preparing for this.  This day.  They’d worked feverishly to clean out, alter, and repair Cheyenne Mountain to suit their needs, and the official end of that work was today.  But that was done now.  Much to his surprise, the interior of the facility was enclosed in several large galleries burrowed out of the rock itself, a series of interconnected smaller galleries linking three larger ones, and buildings were erected within these galleries, erected on large springed platforms so they would not fall down if subjected to the shockwave of a nuclear explosion.  Some galleries were connected to the main mazework by tunnels, and these splinter galleries contained some of the operational systems within the mountain, such as water resevoirs, power generation, and air filtering.  Those buildings were retained, but most of what was in them was thrown out, stored in an unused gallery, raw material they could feed a replicator for making other things.  Two galleries had originally been for operations, one for storage, one for living quarters for those who were permanently stationed within the base, and there was also a large hangar-like cavern with a passage leading outside as well, and currently the dropship was parked inside it.

The innermost gallery was divided up into two smaller areas.  The innermost area, the one deepest within the mountain, was now the operations center.  It held not just panels, but consoles, holographic screens, and an array of communications systems that they used to monitor gravband transmissions, television, old CB radio, FM radio frequencies, and images from all over the world via Trillane’s own camera network, which Kiaari had infiltrated and hacked.  Thanks to Kiaari, they could listen in to 90% of Trillane’s military communications, with only the most top-secret protocols left unbroken thus far, could access Trillane’s own camera system, and had real-time data on the position of every airborne vehicle on Earth thanks to Kiaari’s breaking of the Terran Traffic Control system, which was displayed on a three dimensional holograph, including the locations of all military battle cruisers in orbit, and the orbital station.  There were six people in that room at all times, watching, listening, and observing.  That was Tim’s domain.  Tim had a knack for being able to organize the large amount of raw data, corollate it, weed out the redundant information, and present it in a meaningful manner.  Since the first time he had commanded the community intelligence, riding shotgun with a panel during the road gang fight in Chesapeake, Tim had been learning how to take in information, process it, then present it.  Kiaari had taken note of it and had taken him under her wing and taught him the basics of intelligence analysis, and it turned out he was a natural at it.  As a result, he was now the commander of the surveillance and intelligence efforts.  While Kiaari theoretically was now answering to Tim, she still worked specifically for Jason.

A small secondary gallery, connected by a tunnel off the operations center, was originally an office complex for the base command staff.  Now, it served as the domain of the telepaths.  They all lived together, not because they felt the need to be separate from everyone else, but because of the Faey and their desire to be close to each other, the need to establish an area that they felt was more theirs.  Jyslin lived there with Jason, and Symone wanted to be near her friend, so Symone and Tim lived next door.  Kumi decided she wanted to be there, near Jason, and that put Meya, Myra, and Fure there as well.  Songa, Rann, and Yohne ended up there as well, when Songa and Rann couldn’t find a room large enough to suit them, and Yohne came when she admitted that she felt uncomfortable being by herself, and felt the need to be around other Faey.  The only telepath that didn’t live in the gallery was Temika, for she still felt not entirely comfortable around the Faey.  Some of the offices had been converted into a shop and a lab where Jason could work on his inventions, as well as where the main council room was located where they met to discuss important issues, but most of the other areas had been converted to Faey styles.  Homemade tapestries and paintings were on the walls now, as well as several throw rugs over the floors.  Faey liked vibrant colors in their living quarters, be it paint or rugs or furniture.  They also wanted art, in the form of paintings or sculptures, an aesthetically pleasing surrounding that seemed to resonate with them and made them more at ease.  It was the doctors that had converted the gallery into a Faey domain, working in their off time to beautify any area Jason literally didn’t keep locked.  Rann had even managed to figure out a way to build a fountain in the entry chamber leading into the gallery that held the buildings, using an annealer and other building tools to shape the fountain out of the native rock, and had put an abstract geometric formation in the middle from which the water poured in four channels down the structure and into the water pool at the base.

Jason didn’t exactly like what they did to the area and the idea that the telepaths had more or less sectioned themselves off from the rest of the mountain and the rest of the resistance, but he couldn’t talk the Faey out of the idea of living together, and he wasn’t going to force the issue.


The largest internal gallery served as a manufacturing center.  It was here where a complement of twenty people worked to build whatever they needed, be it equipment or weapons.  There were quite a few buildings in this gallery, and each one had been converted to be used to build and store certain things.  One building was the armory, and also where railguns would be assembled.  One building would be where their first nasty surprise for Trillane was being manufactured, in large numbers.

The other main gallery served primarily as a training facility.  Here, the buildings on the north side of the gallery had been knocked down to create a large exercise yard, and the south side buildings were now props used to train them all in the arts of combat.  This was the domain of Jyslin, Meya, and Myra.  The three Faey soldiers were the ones whipping a bunch of squatters into a viable guerilla force, capable of fighting the Faey in different tactical environments, as well as where they learned the art of stealthy infiltration.


There was a smaller gallery off this one that had been used as housing in the old base, where people would sleep if they closed the blast doors and sealed everyone inside, and this was now the living quarters for everyone but the Faey.


There were quite a few smaller rooms, tunnels, and crawlspaces, and those were the domain of Tom Jackson.  He was the operations manager of the mountain, both overseeing its reconstruction and responsible for maintaining the equipment that allowed it to run.  It was his responsibility to make sure the power and water worked, and also his job to ensure that the equipment they had installed to hide the mountain’s occupants and signs of their inhabitation from the Faey above.  From the air vents that had units that cooled the cycled air blown out of the mountain to exactly match the temperature of the external ambient air to the water filters and pumps that drew from the internal water reservoirs and supplied running water to the mountain, it was all Tom’s domain.  He took his job seriously, and he was very good at it.  Under his watchful eye, the mountain’s infrastructure hummed along in perfect working order.  While Jason commanded the people within the mountain, Tom commanded the mountain itself.


Then there was the hangar.  It was clear just by looking at the place that it was built long after the rest of the mountain’s galleries, dug out well after the rest of the place was built.  It was a small hanger, looking to have been designed to hold five helicopters, which would be towed out of a set of large doors that connected to the main tunnel by a secondary passage that had another set of doors.  With the rotors of a helicopter folded, Jason saw that one could just barely get one down the main tunnel.  The tunnel was just barely large enough for his skimmer to fit in, but it could not maneuver, and it couldn’t come all the way in, for the tunnel narrowed slightly about twenty feet from the entrance, just enough to keep the wings of the skimmer from letting it go any further.  But there was a smaller tunnel leading from that hangar directly to the outside, which looked to be just large enough for a truck to go down, clearly an external tunnel meant for maintenance vehicles or fuel trucks, trucks holding volatile, explosive jet fuel that they would not bring down the main tunnel, for obvious reasons of security.

That small tunnel was how they were getting the dropship and skimmer in.  Though the tunnel was way, way too small for the dropship to use, they were also dealing with a species who had mastered the technology of manipulating space itself.  Jason had found the specs for a bubble conveyor on Civnet, in a place where the military application should not have been, and he snapped it up.  It was a system that created a bubble of stretched space into which the dropship was placed, then it was ferried down the small cargo tunnel and opened into the hangar using an array of gravometic generators that moved the bubble along like a conveyor belt without disrupting it.  It had been surprisingly easy to build, and hadn’t cost much at all.


It had, however, required a little creative manipulation of the outside.  The first rule of the mountain was that nobody went outside.  Ever.  They would not so much as leave a footprint out there to tip anyone off that there were people in the mountain.  But they’d had to go out to install some equipment, and that had required a light touch and fast workers.  The inverse phase emitter system was installed around the mountain, a three layered redundant system that covered the entire mountain to hide it from Faey active sensors, where the sheer volume of rock surrounding them protected them from passive sensors…up to a point.  The bubble conveyor drew a great deal of power, and was on the edge of the mountain, so they’d been forced to install some additional masking around that side of the mountain to conceal the bubble conveyor when it was in use.  They’d also been forced to clear some of the area around the tunnel mouth, which they’d had to do in stages so as not to present a sudden dramatic change in the topography.  Over the course of a month, the area around the tunnel was slowly altered so the conveyor could be used, and also hidden from sensors.

Not everyone was in the mountain, though.  At any time, there were three people in Lincoln, and Kumi was usually a fourth.  Kumi wanted to return to Draconis and track down who tried to kill her, but Miaari would not allow her to return.  It was just too dangerous, she told them.  They knew she was still alive, and they were tearing Draconis and Arctus apart looking for her.  If she returned to the Imperium, it wouldn’t take them long to find her, and then the assassins would converge on her like a swarm of bees around their queen.  So Kumi was forced to remain in exile, where she got into everyone’s business, aggravated the hell out of everyone, but also decided to alleviate her boredom by taking over the financial operations of Vultech and the other enterprises that were funding the rebellion.  Kumi knew how business worked, and knew how the Imperial Bureau of Taxation worked.  It was her pulling the strings that got materials bought and shipped, redirected materials and funds for use by the rebellion while hiding it in Vultech’s records, as well as creative uses of the Faey banking system that hid what was really going on behind a complicated web of deceptive accounting and records.  Kumi’s efforts was what caused a sudden river of material and equipment to flow into Cheyenne Mountain, bought by company capital, and those expenditures and material redirections were masterfully concealed within a stunningly complex web of shell companies, fake personas, and ficititious shipping invoices that made it look like everything Vultech did was legitimate.  Thanks to her, Jason could be large amounts of raw materials, and then pull it for rebel use while Kumi did her magic to make that material disappear, but still exist on paper that would leave a trail that would make the auditors look somewhere else when they started trying to find who was funding the rebellion.  He just told her what they needed, and she found it, bought it, had it shipped, redirected what materials they were going to use, and then sold off the excess at a profit and hid the loss of capital used to fund rebellion activities in a web of fake investments in both real and fake companies..

Kumi had the soul of a pirate, but she had the mind of a white collar criminal.


Much of what Kumi did wasn’t just illegal.  There was a new dropship sitting on the tarmac outside the Vultech building.  It was a used dropship, not refitted for stealth, but gave them a second method of moving cargo without tying up the stealth dropship.  Vultech-2 was the dropship that flew to Draconis and other planets of the Imperium to pick up shipments and bring them back to the warehouse more than half the time.  It was a Thrynne dropship, one of their largest models, nearly double the size of  the stealth dropship, with powerful engines and a huge cargo capacity.  It wouldn’t fit in the hangar, it had to be loaded and unloaded outside.  Kumi had bought that dropship, having used some of her connections to track down a good deal on a good dropship.  Kumi was more than her criminal bent and her connections, however.  She was a good businesswoman educated by House Trillane in House operations, which were primarily financial matters, and knew where to invest company capital to make monetary gains.  In just one month, she had turned a C13,748 profit, which was a respectable figure given the short amount of time she’d been doing it.  That money made it easier to hide Vultech’s spending that couldn’t be accounted for because that money bought rebellion equipment.

While Kumi was the brain behind Vultech’s operations, Songa was its face.  Rann and Songa were the only Faey among them without a price on their heads, since it was known that Yohne was Kumi’s personal physician, and where she was, Kumi probably wasn’t far away.  It was Songa that handled the live interaction between company officials and the outside world, the smiling face concealing the true nature of the beast lurking behind her.  Songa was the company President, a fancy title that basicly gave her signing authority on most transactions, and allowed her to handle the handshakes and phone calls while Kumi did the real work behind the scenes, and Jason maintained official legal ownership on paper using his alias.


It was even nearly legitimate now.  Kumi was talking about hiring real employees at the company that would know nothing about the rebellion to reinforce the illusion that it was a real company and not just a front.  It would make it a little more dangerous, but Kumi was confident that she could manage it.  Jason wasn’t so sure about that, but it was something that he was sure they’d fight about later on.

And all the while, as they did that, the rebels trained, built, and got ready.  They knew the risks, but it didn’t matter.  They knew the plan, and they were ready for it.  Even as they worked on rebuilding the mountain, they trained.  Half of them had passed the written tests that Jason had demanded for flying, and now he, Luke, Meya, and Myra were training them in actual flight.  Kumi had managed to procure a used flight simulator, and that was where they were getting their controls practice, mixed in with actual stick time behind the skimmer or dropship controls when flights were made to Lincoln and back.  Jyslin, Tim, Symone, and Temika were on the fast track in the groups, for they were the telepaths and they were the ones that absolutely had to be able to fly…not because they were telepaths, but because they were Jason’s friends and family, and he would make damn sure they would be proficient.  They were his personal students.  He trained others every day, but he was the only one that taught the other telepaths, because he wanted to make absolutely sure that the most important people in his life got trained up to his satisfaction.

They trained in flying.  They trained in combat operations, and had become proficient enough to where Jyslin said she wouldn’t bat an eye over leading them in a combat mission.  They trained in Faey technology; generally, Jason, Tim, and Luke trained the others in the assembly of basic units using plans and pre-fabricated components.  Given a blueprint and a supply of parts, his rebels learned how to assemble them into finished products, like factory workers.  They weren’t experts in anything they trained in, but they knew enough to be able to function…and that was what mattered.


Because this was the day.  This was the day they stopped preparing and started acting, at least in a limited manner.  There would be no manned raids on Trillane targets, but the automated attacks would begin today.  And the first blow against Trillane was already loaded up in the dropship, a shipment of little devices about the size of a volleyball that Tim had coined deathballs…and it was a fitting nickname.  They were mines, but not quite like any other mine ever devised.  These mines would lay on the ground, hidden from sensors by small inverse phase emitters, that would activate when they detected a Stick flying within their activation range.  When it activated, a gravometric engine in the mine would make it fly up, lock in on the Stick, and then strike it.  When it hit, it would attach itself to the hull and discharge an ionic pulse, kind of like an old EMP pulse.  It was a non-explosive version of an ion cannon’s magnetic storm effect, generating an ion storm that would disrupt plasma flow, blow plasma relays, scramble moleculartronic circuitry, and cause gravometric engines to overload and shut down.  After the pulse fired, the mine would destroy itself by overloading its PPG and blowing itself up, so Trillane couldn’t take it apart and learn how it worked.  It wouldn’t be a fusion explosion like the one that destroyed Chesapeake, but it would be a big enough bang to obliterate the mine and punch a hole in the hull of the Stick where it was attached.  That self destruct mechanism would be active at all times, and would go off if the mine was disturbed while laying on the ground waiting for a target.

It was more humane than it needed to be.  Jyslin had rode him about that…she wanted him to build mines that destroyed the Stick completely, but he just couldn’t bring himself to build mines that would give the crews of those Sticks absolutely no chance to survive.  At least his way, blowing out the power systems and burning out the engines, the crew could survive the crash when the Stick came down.  He knew people would die, that was a given, but he just didn’t want to make it a certainty, just a possibility.  In his mind, the crews of those Sticks weren’t soldiers, weren’t going to be actively involved in opposing him.  They were truck drivers in his eyes, just civilians doing a job, and he wasn’t going to be merciless to them.  Sticks had crash foam and crash mitigation systems, and that was enough for him to be alright with his approach.  So long as the crews weren’t really unlucky, they would probably survive when the Stick crashed.

There were 27 mines finished, the result of three weeks of assembly line work by the rebels that weren’t actively training in other areas.  Assuming that 75% of them worked, that was around 21 Sticks that would be taken out.  That was barely a scratch to Trillane, but if they lost 25 Sticks a month for a year, the cost of replacing them was going to get very high.  And that didn’t count the lost cargo, the price of trying to counter his mines in terms of equipment and personnel, and the cost of beefing up their military presence.  And the beauty of his plan was that the mines had multiple ways they could lock on to Sticks and attack them.  Every time they figured out how the mines were targeting Sticks and ignoring other types of ships and countered it, he could simply change their identification protocol.  The mines were currently set on the easiest way, by using the Stick telemetry itself.  Every airborne legal ship broadcasted a telemetry signal that identified it to traffic control, and the mines would use that signal to detect and lock in on Sticks, and only on Sticks.  When Trillane countered, he would have them identify Sticks by their unique engine gravometric distortion signature, something that only Stick engines produced.  When Trillane figured that out and installed maskers, the mines would use visual detection and comparison, and would attack any airborne vehicle that looked like a Stick.  If Trillane got around that, then the mines would sweep the area above them with passive sensors and attack any vehicle above them that had the right inductive resonance, which was a function of the mass and metallurgical makeup of the ship within a certain tolerance.  Unless the Stick was carrying metals as cargo, its inductive signature would be the same no matter what, and the mines could use that against them.  He could come after the Sticks with his mines in so many ways, the only way Trillane could protect them from everything would be to have fighters escort them and shoot down his mines as they attacked.  And that tied up Trillane’s resources and disrupted the current free-moving transportation network.  If the Sticks could only move in convoys with fighter protection, it would bottleneck Trillane’s entire cargo transportation network, and that was exactly what Jason wanted.

And that was just the first weapon.  He didn’t want to put every idea he had out on the field at once.  He would throw them at Trillane one at a time, make them counter his current idea until he could no longer attack them using that device, then he’d just put a new device on the field and attack them in an entirely new manner.  When they started countering that one, the old weapon would reappear again at the same time using a new method of attack.  And when they defeated both, a third weapon would appear, and so on and so on.  It would be an endless game of one-upsmanship between the rebels and Trillane, as the rebels sought to find ways around Trillane’s defenses, and Trillane worked to figure out how they were being attacked and counter it.

That wasn’t the only thing they were doing, though.  Rann had finished his DNA scanner, and had built a small device that had sensors that sent data back to the main unit via threaded shortrange gravband.  What was more, each unit had more than one sensor that would report back to it, allowing them to plant one device and then scatter sensors all over, up to a range of about half a mile.  Each unit could support 15 remote sensors and 15 button cameras, and they’d already built 14 of them and set them up, scattering sensors and cameras through mass transit systems where a multitude of people would touch them and get scanned.  Two were set in New York City, two in Los Angeles, and one each in Chicago, New Orleans, Washington D.C., Miami, London, Sao Paolo, Madrid, Tokyo, Cape Town, and Beijing.  Each unit was set to transmit an image of anyone that matched the telepathic profile to a specific protected site on Civnet, which they could access.  The site had nothing about what it was about, it was just a place where pictures of people would appear.

And while all that was going on, the rebels would be watching, using Trillane’s own surveillance system against them.  They’d know where Trillane sent every ship, and know how to move their assets to keep them out of danger.  And when Trillane eventually did find Kiaari’s tampering and moved to fix it, denying the rebels access to that information, well, the resistance would then attack key surveillance outposts and equipment to blind Trillane and give them more room to maneuver.  The orbital sensor arrays and the cameras were first on the list of targets, for those couldn’t be captured or hidden from Faey sensors, since they were on the edge of the planetary gravity well.  Gravometric sensors could pick them up.  But if the rebels couldn’t use them, they’d deny them to Trillane as well.  Jason already had plans for that, and those plans were sitting in his shop.  Five orbital attack drones, literally nothing more than flying guns, that would be released from a ship in space.  They were military-grade plasma cannons on gravometric pods, which could either be operated via remote control or programmed to fly itself around and attack pre-determined targets.  Faey plasma weaponry had a long range in space, but the solar wind did cause the magnetic bottles containing the plasma to erode, which limited the range of the weapons to about 500 kathra, or around 270 miles.  Jason’s toys would track down and attack the eyes and ears of Trillane, and since he would attack them with plasma weapons, the low-grade shields that the devices employed to protect them from space dust and micro-meteor strikes, shields that would have made using a railgun an uncertain one-shot one-kill scenario, they would have no defense against a plasma cannon.

And those toys would appear later on as anti-Stick devices, robotic drones that would roam the supply lanes and attack any Stick they encountered with their plasma cannons.  They were cheap and easy to build, and the plasma cannon the device was using was an older model that wouldn’t penetrate military armor…but most commercial Sticks did not have military armor.  Against a Stick, those older plasma cannons were still lethal.


When Kumi arranged a supply of the parts to build the cannon drones, they’d mass produce them.  But for now, the only weapon they could produce quickly and in great quantity given the materials they had on hand were the mines.  Now that the reconstruction was complete, people could devote more time on the line to build them, which would result in more mines being cranked out.  The 27 mines they’d built were already deployed; Jason had scattered them all over central Iowa, Nebraska, and Kansas early that morning, before sunrise.  No mine was within 25 miles of any other mine, and they’d been dropped near farms but away from areas frequented by people so nobody would find one, monkey with it, and get himself killed when the mine’s anti-tampering protocol kicked in and caused it to self destruct.  All of them were incative right now, awaiting an activation signal.  After that, each mine would attack the first Stick that got within its activation range.  Jason’s hope was that they could complete at least one mine every day, which would be dropped and destroy a Stick, which would eat into Trillane’s profit margin that much more.  It was nothing but nickels and dimes to a house as rich as Trillane, but Jason intended to literally nickel and dime them to death.

But none of that mattered if Trillane kept everything a secret.  They could hide their losses of Sticks, they could increase output on farms on other continents to cover the loss of North American production, at least for a while.  Their intent was to push Trillane off Earth, but using force and guerilla tactics was only half the battle, and he knew it.  He had to make it clear to the rest of the Imperium that the people of Earth were very unhappy with their current administrators, and they wanted new people.  And also make it clear that now the people of Earth could fight back, so they’d better be taken pretty damn seriously.  It was also necessary to reinforce the idea that they weren’t fighting the Imerpium, only Trillane.


That was why he was here.  He sat in a chair behind an ebony desk left behind, with the the insignia of the resistance, the phoenix emblem emblazoned on his armor, embroidered on a red flag behind him, the phoenix done in glittering gold.  In both English and Faey script under that insignia was the word Legion.  That was the official name of the resistance.  Not the Terran Resistance Front or some silly multiword title that spelled out some anagram…they were simply the Legion.  Jason had decided on that for that very reason…so they couldn’t be trivialized with initials.  Anyone referring to them had to use their name, their full name, and the full impact that name entailed.  In front of his desk was a single camera, and behind it stood Temika and Tim, who were running it.  Standing behind them was Jyslin and Symone.

Jason was waiting for the red light to come on on the camera.  Jason was going to record a message, an unofficial declaration of war, and then Miaari was going to make sure it got into the right in-box at INN.  If INN didn’t follow up on the story, though, then Trillane could cover up what was about to start happening on Earth, and that would make their job more difficult.  Trillane needed to face pressure on both sides of the fence, both from the rebels doing damage to them and from the Imperium.


Okay, ready Jayce? Tim sent, and Jason nodded.  Alright, in three…two…one….

The red light came on.


“Good day,” Jason began, speaking in Faey.  He had no prepared speech for this, only talking points that he intended to get across without sounding like a politician.  “I represent an organization called Legion.  We are a group of Terrans who oppose the illegal actions of House Trillane and the crimes they have committed against Terra and the native Terran population.  This recorded statement is an official announcement of our existence, and of our intentions.  I am Jason Fox, and I stand as leader and commander of this organization.

“I’m sure some people recognize me, given CNN and INN plastered my picture all over their newscasts for three straight days.  I’m the man that CNN and Trillane blamed for the Orala Explosion.  Well, that’s what Trillane let slip out, but they certainly didn’t let the whole story slip.  In short, the Orala explosion was caused by House Trillane, and it was a botched attempt to assassinate me.  Why would they go to such extremes over a single Terran male, you might ask?  Well, the answer is simple.  I have personally witnessed House Trillane engaging in slavery, abducting native Terrans and selling them into slavery outside the Imperium, a crime that, as some of you might know, could lead to the revocation of Trillane’s noble charter if proved true.  That is something that Trillane would definitely go to such an extreme to prevent.

“I cannot offer hard, documented proof, because shortly after the incident where I came about this information, they dismantled their slaving ring and buried it in the deepest hole they could find.  However, I can state with full sincerity that I have seen it.  This is only the largest grievance the humans of Terra have against House Trillane, though.  We have been subject to, witness to, and on the receiving end of multiple instances where House Trillane has denied our rights as Imperial citizens, illegally seized our rightful property as defined by Imperial law, and have abused and mistreated us.  And we’re sick and tired of it.  Since Trillane has decided to treat us like cattle, treat us like slaves instead of Imperial citizens, we cannot in good conscious just stand by and do nothing and allow it to start again when the dust settles and Trillane thinks that nobody is watching them.

“We don’t believe that the Imperium knows the extent to which House Trillane has been abusing the native population of Terra, and we demand to be recognized as Imperial citizens, to be affored the same rights as the other six races of the Imperium.  We are not slaves, and we are not property.  Our homes are not the personal playgrounds of Trillane soldiers to ransack to their heart’s desire, and our lives are not commodities to be bought and sold on the slave markets!

“So, consider this a declaration of war against House Trillane.  The forces of Legion demand that House Trillane leave Terra, and we beseech Empress Dahnai to revoke Trillane’s contract to run the farming operations of Terra and award it to another noble house, a house that will treat us like Imperial citizens and not like chattel.  We don’t wish to break away from the Imperium, we only want Trillane off our planet.  The Legion will not rest until Trillane has been evicted from Terra and a more just and fair house is brought in to replace them.

“Understand one thing.  Our fight is with Trillane, not with the Imperium, and not against Empress Dahnai.  We want nothing more than the same rights afforded to other Imperial citizens, no more, no less.  And since it seems that the Imperial forces on Terra either don’t know what’s going on or are turning a blind eye to it, it has forced us to resort to this, the last option, which is armed insurrection against our oppressors.  Let me make it clear once again, our fight is with Trillane, not with the Imperium.  When the last Trillane ship leaves orbit, we will gladly lay down our arms.  But so long as a single Trillane stands on Terran ground, we will fight.

“Because Terra can now be considered an active warzone, I ask that all Imperial civilians please refrain from travel to Terra until further notice.  We wish no innocents to be caught in the crossfire of what will purely be a local affair.  Please, if you wish to come to Terra, please do so after Trillane is gone and a new noble house is in charge.

“You can take this message seriously, or you can laugh at it.  I’m sure some comic is going to find it on Civnet and put it on her show tonight to make fun of it.  But know this.  You may find it funny, but House Trillane won’t be laughing.  They know what is going on.  They know what they’ve done.  They know I’m not trying to be funny.  They will take this very seriously.  They know exactly who I am, what I am, and what I can do.  They won’t be laughing.”

Jason reached under the desk, then produced small golden ring, a ring with the relief of the phoenix symbol of the Legion engraved upon its flat top.  “I read that in the old times, when a noble declared war on a rival, she would send the rival house’s leader her own insignia ring, a warning that she was coming to get it back.  Ancient rites and customs dictated that the ruler of the house that received the ring would send her own ring in return, and carry the opposing house’s ring with her at all times.  The winner of that war would take back her ring from her rival, and take the ring of her rival as a trophy…at least until that house managed to either take the ring back by force or pay a ransom to have it returned.  Well, I’m not a noble, but consider this the official insignia ring of the Legion.  And I’m sending this to you, Grand Duchess Trillane.  Keep it with you.  Feel its warmth and its weight in your pocket at all times.  Never forget it, because we will be coming for it.”  He set the ring on the desk, making a sweet ching as the pure gold resonated from the impact with the ebony.

“It’s your move, Grand Duchess,” Jason called.  Okay, cut it, he sent.


The red light went out, and all four of them laughed and clapped.


How was it?  Think I did alright? he asked.


It was fucking brilliant! Symone sent grandly, rushing forward.  That thing with the ring will drive the Grand Duchess apeshit!  Are you really gonna send it to her?


You bet your ass I am, Jason sent vehemently.  There’s just one thing I have to do first.  Jason reached into the drawer of the desk, and pulled out a small black rectangular object, upon which was affixed a single red button, the light inside it blinking on and off.  Jyslin would recognize that remote, for it was the same one he’d used to activate all his traps when her squad was trying to force him to go out with her.  “And so, it begins,” he declared in a stately voice, feeling a strange need to speak those words aloud rather than send, staring directly at them.  “The mines are hot.  There’s no turning back now.  We are now at war with Trillane.”

Good, Jyslin sent with an audible snort.  It’s about damn time.


Oh, Jayce, just so you know, I was piping that through the CCTV, so everyone saw us record it, Tim told him with a sly smile.  Now everyone knows we’re really doing it.  We’re not just pretending anymore, we’re now real rebels.


I think you covered everything, Jyslin told him.  You made sure to stress that it’s Trillane and not the Imperium, you explained why we’re doing it, and you challenged Empress Dahnai to put a hand in before the real bloodshed starts.  That was everything.  And you delivered it perfectly, she added.  I knew not giving you a script would work better.  You’re much better at just going with what’s in your heart, not what’s on a teleprompter.


Thanks, love, he sent with sincere modesty.


Jayce, I’m sending it to INN now and I’m gonna post it in a few choice places where I know it’ll get some attention., Kumi’s voice came over the intercom for the small studio, for that’s what the small room was, a little studio for an announcer to make broadcasts over the mountain’s internal closed circuit television system, which Tom, Tim, and Jason had repaired and restored to working order.


Alright.  I think I’m gonna go back to my room and try to calm down.  For some reason, now I’m getting nervous.


It’s because now we stop planning and start doing, Jyslin sent, and they all nodded.


Jason did just that.  He returned to the small apartment he and Jyslin shared, sat down in a recliner chair, and tuned everything out.  It was on now.  Those mines were hot, and one of them might have activated and attacked by now.  Kumi had sent that video out onto Civnet as an open declaration of war, an open declaration that he was not dead, and now he couldn’t be seen outside of the mountain.  Luke would have to be the one to take Max Sterling’s identity now; he’d have to change the licences.  He was certainly good enough to fly the dropships, though he’d never be alone.  Their standard procedure required a telepath to be a telepath on every flight.  That was usually Jason, but he had the feeling that Rann and Yohne were going to see some of that action.  Jason’s face would now be programmed into just about every face recognition program all over the Imperium, not just on Earth, so he couldn’t show his face much of anywhere.


He sat there a while, reflecting, hoping they were doing the right thing, and worrying about what was coming.  This phase of the plan wasn’t that dangerous, just nightly stealth flights out to drop mines.  But soon their combat training would be put to the test, when they conducted their first raid.  That raid wouldn’t be for several weeks at least, after Trillane got it into their heads that the only way Jason meant to fight was using technology to fight them from a distance; mines, flying guns, traps, and so on.  Once they settled down, were confident all they had to do was catch Jason to put a stop to the mines, got complacent about the physical security at their facilities, then the rebels would attack, and the gunfire would begin, and people would get killed.


They didn’t know how many rebels there were.  Jason they would see, Jason they would identify.  He was sure they’d include Jyslin as one of those rebels, and maybe a handful of humans.  Trillane wouldn’t think that they could field up to 30 trained soldiers, armed and armored, protected from telepathic assault by the 6 telepaths that would be engaging in combat operations; Jason, Jyslin, Symone, Temika, Meya, and Myra.  Thirty combatants attacking unprepared facilities could easily overwhelm the defenses and take the facility.  He knew that they wouldn’t get many free shots like that, that Trillane would tighten security after the second attack, so they had to make their first two free attacks count.

And there was the grim knowledge that he’d lose some of his own in those attacks.  They all knew the risks, they all knew it would happen.  He had to face that, face the knowledge that he was going to be giving people orders that would lead to their deaths.  But, he kept telling himself, they all knew the risks when they signed up for this.  And to die in the pursuit of freedom was the most noble way to go.

It was a big joke to the Imperium.  Just as Jason predicted, comics found the video on Civnet and used it for material.  He’d been villified in the press after the explosion at Chesapeake, and those unflattering stories resurfaced after the video was noticed by INN, in conjunction with comics on TV making fun of “the little soldier,” as one Merat Feralle called him.


But, as Jason predicted, Trillane was not laughing. 


They weren’t laughing when the video reached Trillane’s ears.  They weren’t laughing when they realized just who was on that video, because they knew he was a telapath.  That was one little fact that wasn’t common knowledge outside of Trillane and certain hallways in the Imperial government back on Dracora, that there were human telepaths.  They weren’t laughing because they knew that Jason had engineering training and could build technological devices.  Their infiltration of Trillane’s network got them a first-person view of the reaction, coming down from the head of Trillane’s military herself:  look for sabotage.  If one man was leading a self-proclaimed rebellion against Trillane, he wouldn’t put himself out in the open.  A man with Jason’s training would stay in hiding and build sabotage devices to inflict damage.


And they were right.  That’s exactly what Jason had planned…at least for now.


They really weren’t laughing when the first Stick came down.


One Stick crashing was an isolated incident.  Two crashing on the same day was a coincidence.  Three crashing in one day was a pattern.  Four crashing in one day was an attack.


At first, they had no idea how they did it.  Since the mines destroyed themselves after firing their ion pulse, it looked like some kind of conventional explosion had damaged the Sticks when they surveyed the wreckage, but the damage wasn’t enough to bring a Stick down.  But they certainly had enough wrecks to inspect.  Jason had planted 27 mines the night before, and all 27 activated and attacked Sticks within the first two days.  What was a relief to Jason was that only 5 fatalities had been reported in those 27 crashes, that his merciful means of bringing them down did spare some lives, but the Sticks were totally destroyed, and the ones that had been carrying cargo containers had a total loss of cargo.

Jason’s intent was to have one mine finished every day, so every day, Trillane looked over the incident reports and saw at least one crashed Stick.  That was the plan, and the crew didn’t let him down.  They worked their asses off to build the mines, and every day at sunset, when Jason prepared his skimmer to go out and drop them, there was always at least one mine ready to go.  Sometimes there was two, and occasionally there was three.  Those mines usually only went a few hours before activating and attacking, because Jason put them in places where Sticks more or less had to go.

In the first week, Trillane still had no idea how it was being done.  But finally, someone saw a mine activate, and they finally knew what they were up against.  Now that they knew it was a ground-based device that somehow could not be detected by sensors, and it activated by some kind of proximity trigger.  Armed with this information, they changed their tactics.  They restricted Sticks to vertical columns directly over their destinations, coming down from 30,000 shakra in a controlled descent directly over the destination.  This turned out to not be a good idea, for Jason just increased the sensor range of the mines, they activated and attacked the Sticks, and made them crash directly on the facilities where they were landing or taking off.  This created a tremendous amount of collateral damage, and lots of ugly pictures on INN of farm storage barns burning.  So, much as Jason predicted, they realized that the mines only attacked Sticks, and worked out how they were targeting the ships.  They grounded the entire Stick fleet for two days as they encrypted Stick telemetry, and while they were doing that, Jason simply changed the setting on the mines, and it gave them two days to plant more mines.  He also added a new little feature to spread out the attacks after a hiaitus, to keep the damage steady and in the eyes of Trillane.  Jyslin wrote a little subroutine for him in the software of the mines that would cause them to randomly activate, which would let some Sticks pass over them safely, then activate and attack in a random pattern.  The routine was weighted, so that every time it didn’t activate, it increased the chances of it activating in the next trigger, and if the random number generator got streaky, the weighted protocol would cause it to activate after the 20th Stick passed by no matter what.  He also started covering them with camoflage netting; since Trillane knew what they looked like now, they could use the cameras to look for them on the ground.  So Jason started concealing them.

After the Sticks returned to service, Trillane was smugly confident that they’d defeated the mines…for about fifteen minutes.  The very first Stick that approached a farm in southern South Dakota, one of the first that had come down from a freighter in orbit, was one that quite a few Trillane officials were watching.  So they got a first hand view of a sudden puff of red on the starbord stern, and then the Stick dropped from the sky like a rock and crashed just outside a corn field, about four miles from the farm’s central compound.


It drove them insane.  They were so sure that the mines were using telemetry to lock on to Sticks, but now it was apparent that that wasn’t the case.  They again grounded the Stick fleet and used other dropships to try to move cargo, but it wasn’t even a quarter as efficient.  They had plenty of other dropships, but their entire cargo delivery system was based on the launching and recovery of Sticks.  They tried that for three days, but then the food distribution system was getting so backed up, as warehouses filled up, that they had no choice but to return Sticks to service and simply endure the losses with gritted teeth while they tried to determine how the mines were working and engineered a solution.  So far, in just two weeks, they had lost nearly a half a million credits’ worth of Sticks and cargo.  And if they couldn’t defeat the mines, then it would result in an astronomical bill as they equipped every Stick with shields and armor to protect them from the mines.  That would take tremendous amounts of time and money, and that was something that they didn’t want to expend unless they had no other choice.

About that time, the next little headache for Trillane made its appearance.  It was an old surplus-era plasma cannon attached to a gravometic engine pod and a power plant.  It was invisible to active sensors, thanks to its inverse phase emitter, and had been planted in deep space between the Earth and the moon, and set so it would slowly drift in the direction it needed to go.  That cannon activated when it drifted into the primary supply lane between the orbital station and the stargate, firing relentlessly on every Stick its onboard computer could identify, firing with a power rating much greater than what was normal for a plasma cannon of that type.  It attacked the supply lane for three minutes; that was how long it took for Trillane to scramble a fighter to get there and destroy the device.  But in that three minutes, the plasma cannon either destroyed or seriously damaged 7 Sticks.  When the fighter entered the cannon’s sensor range, it immediately self-destructed, denying Trillane any chance that they could capture it and figure out how it worked, and thereby engineeer a defense against it.

That single attack sent a shockwave through Trillane.  They analyzed what data they had feverishly, both trying to figure out a way to detect the object that their space-pointing sensors had simply classified as a low-grade anomoly, which was a small meteor, and how the cannon had been altered to fire such a powerful shot.  Again, it was because it was meant as a suicide weapon.  Jason had overloaded the power rating, which would let it fire at a greatly increased power, but would burn out the gun in the process and make it unusable.  Rigged the way it was, the weapon could only fire about twenty times before it burned out its power systems and became unusable.  That was irrelevant, since the gun would self destruct anyway, and it wouldn’t be shooting that long before it blew itself up.


About then, they realized they weren’t just dealing with a single man with a large toy box.  The mines they could explain given he was a notoriously clever engineer, and was using what parts were available, but he had gotten his hands on a plasma cannon, and that, he had to buy.  Now they knew that Jason had to be buying the materials to build these objects, and he had to be getting it from somewhere, and he had to be getting his money from somewhere.  So, while the military arm was trying to work up defenses against the two attacks they’d seen so far, the intelligence arm started turning Earth upside down and shaking it to see what fell out.  Accountants and financiers hired by Trillane tore through all the financial records of every company doing business on Earth, searching for anything that might indicate that the company was doing business with Jason Fox, or was somehow funneling materials to him.  They already knew he had a skimmer, and that he had somehow altered his skimmer to hide from sensors, so they concentrated instead on the point of interface between his skimmer and the outside world; the companies that were selling him his equipment.  They didn’t think he was directly getting his supplies offworld, for nothing could go through the gate with its active systems going, and that would include any kind of stealth device.  They believed they had him pinned in this system, and that was where they were concentating their search.

Actually, that was a smart way to go about it, and naturally, they’d already had taken that into account.  He’d been expecting it, but now that Kumi was hiding Vultech’s illegal activities, he knew they’d never find out it was Vultech doing it.  Surely, it would get some heated attention because the company was listed as being owned by a human, but Kumi’s books were ironclad, and they would be forced to admit that this human-owned technology company, a prime suspect for being a rebel sympathizer, was totally legit.  Everything, even down the the titanium board mounting clips, could be accounted for with receipts and inventory manifests.  They could look at Vultech’s books with a magnifying glass, but they’d find nothing but what looked like perfectly legitimate transactions, all tracked with meticulous care and documented in triplicate.


They even visited Vultech in person.  Songa was there, of course, and Jack Brewer was also there…or who they thought was Jack Brewer.  It was actually Luke.  And unlike before, where the human simply relied on the telepath to protect them, this time who they were dealing with was someone who really thought he was who he was.  That was Jyslin’s doing.  Luke had volunteered for it, and Jyslin had used her telepathic gifts to create a new persona in Luke’s mind, named Jack Brewer, complete with his own personality, memories, and history that matched the “official” records on Jack Brewer that existed in the databanks…thanks to Kumi.  What she had done was very advanced, and very delicate, and only a telepath of Jyslin’s power and training could have pulled it off.  But it was utterly convincing, for the Faey that interrogated Songa and Luke found a human that believed everything he told them.  He was Jack Brewer, and they’d never believe that they were dealing with a construct called a psychic clone.  When the inspectors left, Jyslin sealed away the part of Luke’s mind that was Jack Brewer away in the back of his subconscious, so Luke could be Luke again, but all that work was still there and ready to be brought back out if the Imperium wanted another face to face meeting with Jack Brewer.

It said a great deal about Luke’s commitment to the cause, that he would volunteer to let Jyslin literally fragment his conscious into two parts and then shape the fragment into a completely new personality.


They lost 17 more Sticks in the two weeks that followed.  After a month, the tally wasn’t something that would make a military woman grumble that much, but the economic toll it had exacted was not something to laugh about.  In the first month since Jason had started a seeming one man war against Trillane, they had lost 48 Sticks, and were looking at a financial loss in equipment, cargo, and supplies of C3,948,932.  Trillane’s monthly total operating budget was around C1,500,000,000, so this was less than 1% of their monthly budget…but Trillane knew that it was going to add up, and add up fast if they didn’t put a stop to it quickly.


And it was more than just materials.  Stick pilots were now demanding combat pay for flying to and from Terra, and quite a few of them had simply quit and gotten jobs as pilots for other noble houses.  After the first month, Trillane was dealing with a pilot shortage, as well as facing the reality that they were going to have to raise the pay for the pilots that were willing to fly Terran space in order to keep them on the job, which would cut deeper into the profit margin.


And thanks to that damned INN story and the posting of the declaration on Civnet, the Stick pilots knew it was a combat theater.  Had he not done that, had he simply started blowing up Sticks in silence, they could have explained it away or covered up what was going on.  But thanks to that video, the whole Imperium knew that Trillane was dealing with an insurgent, and what was disconcerting to the Imperium and embarrassing to Trillane, and insurgent that Trillane could not find, who continued to attack Trillane interests with impugnity, almost at will.  It was much a public relations issue as it was a security issue, because just as Jason Fox once embarrassed the Imperial Marines, now he was embarrassing House Trillane…and that was about the worst thing one could do to a Faey.  Their standing was very important to them, be it an individual or a noble house, and Jason was threatening that standing.

It also had other repercussions, one that Jason found on his desk one morning in early August, after returning from his minelaying duties.  He usually did that in his skimmer, because it was small and it was an easy affair, and it was a perfect chance to give the trainees some real time behind the controls of something that wasn’t a simulation.  That night, Symone and Temika had been his helpers, and Temika did most of the flying while Jason watched and Symone prepped the mines.

“What is this?” Jason asked as he sat down at a small desk off the main control room, where a small handpanel holding a picture sat waiting for him.  Tim came around the desk and put another handpanel down by the first.  For some odd reason, when Jason and Tim were alone, they almost exclusive spoke.  It was almost as if they were simply continuing their friendship on the grounds upon which it was formed, and that meant using their voices.  They had no qualms about sending to each other in groups or when distance separated them, but when they stood face to face and they were alone, they almost never sent to each other. 

“This is the Imperium’s answer,” he answered.  “Meet Myleena Merrane.  She’s an Imperial attachè sent by Dahnai herself, sent to help Trillane deal with us.”


Jason picked up the panel holding the picture.  It showed a young Faey woman wearing a Class A uniform, a Lieutenant Commander by her rank.  She was actually a pretty young lady, with blond hair, dark blue skin that showed she spent a good deal of time outside, and pattern Faey features.  She had large, expressive eyes with rose-colored irises, a dark pink that bordered on red, which was a bit unusual, and she had faint freckles under her eyes, high on her cheeks.  Kiaari and Tim had clearly done their homework, for the handpanel Tim handed to him was a full biographical history of this woman.  She was a minor noble within House Merrane, the lowest rung of the hierarchy, not even a Zarina.  She was a morana, a noble-born in no official position within the house, basicly a noble in name only.  She had given up her Zarina title when she entered into the Imperial service.  She worked in Black Ops, and was the head of a unit within Black Ops called the Skulkers.  They specialized in unconventional warfare.

“A Merrane?”


“Yeah, but she gave up her house duties to go into the Imperial goverment,” Tim told him.  “Kiaari dug up all the dirt on her.  She’s a Black Ops engineer, active duty Navy, that’s required for Black Ops positions, but she specializes in unconventional technological warfare.  The mines and shit we’re using is right up her alley.  She even commands a unit within Black Ops that handles making it and countering it.  They sent her unit to figure out how we’re doing it, and stop us.  From what Kiaari dug up, she’s good.  She’s real good.  Top of her class at Dracora Engineering Academy, below the zone promotions, commondations and meritorious service awards out the ass.  She’s only 35, and she’s already a Lieutenant Commander and has more medals on her chest than Admirals three times her age.  She’s also rich.  She has 13 patents out and rakes in over two million a year in royalties and residuals.  She doesn’t do what she does for the money, that’s for sure.”

“So, they can’t figure out the mines.”


“Actually, I think it was the gun that brought her here,” Tim told him.  “They don’t want to see what we think up next, so they’re gonna try to hamstring us by sending in a professional.  That gun scared the hell out of them, Jayce, way more than the mines.”

“That’s about when they started looking into Vultech,” Jason recalled.


Tim nodded.  “That was when they realized this isn’t a one man operation.  They’ve pieced together that you’re getting help from other squatters in the preserve, but they haven’t quite figured out we moved, or how much help we have.  But the point is, they know they’re dealing with a group, not a person, and they want us stopped fast.  They don’t want our successes giving anyone else any bright ideas, especially not now, when they know that some humans are telepaths.”


“And they send this girl,” Jason mused.


“Well, given she’s older than us, we can’t really call her a girl,” Tim chuckled.  “She is cute though.”

“Symone would box your ears for saying that,” he grinned.


“No, she’d make me compare her and this girl.  If I said she was cuter than Symone, then I’d get my ears boxed.”


“Kind of like that time you told Symone that Jyslin had a cuter ass?”


“Just about,” he said blandly.  “Anyway, she just arrived in Washington about an hour ago with a team of ten engineers, and after they meet with the brass, they’re gonna be getting to work.  There’s that, and there’s this.” He handed Jason one more handpanel.  “Remember that operation Trillane was planning for the preserve before Chesapeake?  Well, they’re going in.  I already warned Charleston.  They’ve shut everything down and went to ground, cause Faey are swarming all over the forest, looking for us.  They’re searching in a radial pattern with the ruins of Chesapeake in the middle.”

“Are they going to be alright there?”


Tim blew out his breath.  “I’m not sure.  They’re not just doing a sensor sweep from dropships, Jayce, they’ve got soldiers on the ground, and they’re not paying attention to what their sensors are telling them.  They know we can hide from sensors, so they’re doing it the old fashioned way.  I warned Charleston about it.  They’ve shut everything down, even the hologram, hid everything they’re not supposed to have, covered the projectors, and now they’re hiding out in the caves southwest of the city.  They have plenty of food, and it’s summer, so they don’t have to worry too much.  They just need to stay out of sight and let the Faey pass by, that’s all.  As long as they stay underground, they should avoid the sensors, and I doubt the Faey will find them in the forest.”

“I hope so,” Jason said quietly.  “We tried to make things safe for them.”

“We never expected a ground search like this one,” Tim grunted.  “But we should have.  I’m glad we listened to Kate.  It’s why I had a plan ready just in case.”


“She expected this?”

“Not exactly, but she said we should be prepared for it if it did happen…and it looks like it is.  I should have paid more attention to it, but with all that’s been going on—“


“If we could see everything coming, we wouldn’t be where we are now, Tim,” Jason chuckled.


The door opened, and Kumi sauntered in.  She was wearing a simple black haltar and a pair of shorts.  She had a towel over her shoulders, holding onto it with a hand on either end.  Hey babe, she sent.  Kumi, like Jyslin, never spoke aloud to him.  She always sent.  But where Jyslin did it because it was more intimate, Jason felt that Kumi did it just to revel in the fact that he had talent.  Whatcha up to?

“Looking over the daily mail,” Jason told her as he sat back down.  She came over and sat on the desk, and picked up the handpanel with Myleena Merrane’s picture on it.


Who’s this?  A Merrane, eh?

“How can you tell, Kumi?” Tim asked.


See this tassel right here, how it has gold filaments in it?  That marks her as a member of the Empress’ noble house, so that means she’s a Merrane, she answered, holding the panel up and showing it to him.  She picked up the other panel and scanned it.  A Black Ops engineer?  I guess we pissed them off, she said with an audible giggle.  They sent her to stop the mines?

I guess so, Jason answered.  If she’s as good as what Kate dug up on her suggests, it means it’s going to get interesting.  What are you up to?


Getting ready to go down and use the swimming pool.  Tom got it cleaned up and its usable now.  I’m not sure how much I’m going to like swimming in a sport bra and shorts, though.  I might just take them off and swim naked.  I certainly don’t want to get wet shorts bunched up between my ass cheeks.  Wearing shorts would be just fine for playing in the pool, but I’m going to swim laps.  So, think you can call Songa and have her track down a swimsuit for me?

I think she can manage, if you give her your size, Jason told her.  You won’t get it until tomorrow, though.  And you certainly don’t want to call her right now.  We dropped Rann off in Lincoln last night.

Ohhh, I’ll bet my panties he’s giving her an exhaustive pelvic exam right now, she sniggered.  It’s been a few days since they’ve been together.


So don’t interrupt their private time, Jason warned.  Call this afternoon.  I think I’m gonna be busy for a while, he said, picking up the picture of Myleena Merrane and staring at it.  Was she really that good?  If so, then things were going to get very interesting.  In a way, in some masochistic fashion, he was rather looking forward to the idea of crossing swords with one of Black Ops’ best in a battle of wits.  She would try to foil his plans, and he would try to get around her.  He gave Kumi a look.

What?

“Tim, you think Kumi and this woman are about the same size?” he asked.


Tim looked her up and down, then picked up the handpanel holding her bio. “About.  She’s a little taller, but I’d say Kumi’s about her size.”


“Good.  Still have that camera, Kumi?  And mind taking your clothes off?”

For you, babe?  Never, she sent with a slight leer.  You want a sexy pic of me to hang on your wall and remind Jyslin just where you’ll end up if she doesn’t treat you right?

“No, this is something else.  Just to warn you, the pic I intend to take won’t be…proper.”


Oooh, you want a dirty pic, eh?  Well, I think I can put aside my sense of moral outrage if it gets you off.

It’s not to get me off, silly.  We’re going to welcome Myleena Merrane to Earth in true Legion fashion.  With a little photo doctoring, that is.

Kumi gave him a look, then exploded into laughter.  Jason, that’s evil!  Where are you gonna put it?


I’m going to embed it in the programming of the mines.  If they ever capture one without it exploding, the mine will wipe its memory, but it’s going to leave this.  She’ll find it when they analyze the mine.  We can’t let her think we didn’t notice her arrival, can we? At least without making it common knowledge we have our hands in Trillane’s comm network.  This way we send a personal message.

“I’ll say!” Tim laughed.


The picture was an easy enough affair, and they decided to take it in the same briefing room where Jason had delivered his message.  Kumi had a blast, maybe enjoying the idea of it a little too much as she splayed herself on top of that ebony desk in a very graphic pose, giving the camera a wicked smile.  Once they had the picture, Tim doctored it by finding another picture of Myleena Merrane from the Civnet archives, isolated her head, totally removing Kumi’s head in the picture, obliterating the underlying imaging so they couldn’t possibly extract the true head attached to that body, then they pasted it on.  Tim smoothed the edges enough to make it look more or less continuous, and the result was a picture that was obviously doctored, but looked just real enough to pass muster on a casual glance.

All in all, Jason was satisfied.  He converted the picture to raw code and embedded it in the mine.  They’d open it up and find the main memory crystals wiped, but there would be this one crystal left with data.  They’d analyze it, find it was a picture, and being curious engineers, they’d just have to look at it.  They’d bring it up on a monitor…and there would be Myleena Merrane, doing something best left undescribed for the benefit of a camera.


Kumi wandered off to get her swimming in as Tim and Jason finished up the code changes.  “Good god is that woman nasty,” Tim said in a low tone, full of wonder, after Kumi left.


“Kumi’s a noble, Tim,” Jason chuckled.  “She’s more worldly than everyone in this mountain put together.”


“Worldly my ass.  When she—fuck,” he breathed, shaking his head a little.  “Right in front of us!  And I thought what Jyslin did in Hawaii was hot because she was so fuckin’ fearless about it.”


“She did that on purpose, Tim,” he said calmly.  “You know Faey.”


“Yeah, I know, she was doing it on purpose to get to us.  Well, it worked on me,” he admitted.  “I think I’m gonna go find Symone, right now.”


“Have fun,” Jason told him.


“I knew you were calm, but you must have ice in your blood,” he laughed.


“It’s not about that,” he chuckled.  “Kumi is a very beautiful girl, she’s funny, she’s got a great personality, a very hot body, and I love her as a friend.  But let’s be honest here.  She could make a eunuch horny.  She gets to me too.”

I heard that! Kumi’s sending reached to him, almost dripping with both sensuality and victorious smugness.  She was standing on the other side of the door.


Too bad that’s all you’re getting, Jason sent calmly.


Bull shit is that all I’m getting!  I told you before, babe, I will have my revenge!  I’m just waiting for the right moment.  And the licensing rights for the pay per view, she added.


Jason laughed aloud.  Suuuure, he drawled.


Now that I know I can get you hard, it’s just a matter of time, she shot back.


Too bad for you there’s two girls standing ahead of you in the line, he answered evenly.


Asshole! she grated, then stalked off.


Tim looked at him, then laughed.  “You’re playing with fire.”


“Since when am I not?”


Myleena Merrane’s introduction into the equation, like any Faey calculus problem, changed everything.  In just two days, she made her presence known in ways that Jason didn’t fully appreciate.  Within hours after arriving, they were already analyzing the wreckage of Sticks, going over them literally with microscopes, Kiaari had reported.  Once they were done, they ranged out in a dropship over the midwest, hunting for a mine.  And it only took her team two days to track down a mine, waiting for a target to pass by, and capture it.


That was their first lesson.  From what Jason read from the report Kiaari sent back, the technician that had been tasked with securing the mine was going to live, but he was going to have new arms.  They had no idea that the mines were set to self destruct if they were tampered with after placed.  Now they knew, and they’d be much more careful next time.


But the speed with which they had found a mine told Jason that he had to be more active in how he placed them, more clever.  Just dropping them in fields and covering them in camo netting wasn’t going to be enough.  So he started getting more clever.  The mines were capable of full flight, so he started hiding them under bridges, under logs, in groves of trees, in drainage pipes, even in small holes he dug with a shovel and then covered over.  The mines would avoid obstacles once activated and in the air, and were capable of using their simple sensors when in an enclosed area to determine which way to go to get out.

And every day that went by, at least one more Stick came crashing down.


The Black Ops team also got to see chaos in action, as Jason unleashed another of his little toys on Trillane.  This one Tim called Sauron’s revenge, for it was a metal ring about ten feet across that Jason had seeded in orbit around the planet.  In fact, the ring was the same size and shape as a piece of debris that the Faey had not yet captured and removed, for it was in a relatively low-risk orbital pattern, and that piece of debris had been removed and replaced by Jason’s device.  It didn’t cross any heavy traffic lanes for dropships, but it did pass close to the orbital station about once every 90 days, coming within 100 miles.

On that close-passing track, the ring suddenly veered from its orbit.  The sensor officers took note of it, but since it was an already identified piece of space junk, they didn’t pay it as much mind as they would have if it was something else.  At first, they thought that a dropship that had passed through that area earlier had caught the debris in its gravometric wake and had altered its orbit.  When they calculated its trajectory, they saw it was going to pass by the station, and one sensor officer quite nonchalantly called down to have a Faey go out and retrieve it after it went by.  When it was within a mile of the station, however, it actively changed course and headed straight for it.  They tried to activate the station’s defensive weaponry when it became clear that the debris was moving of its own volition, and it was heading right for the station.  They got their shields up and their guns active, but not before the ring slipped through and struck the station low on the port docking pod…and when it struck, it annealed itself to the hull instead of simply bouncing off.


The ring wasn’t a bomb.  If it was, the sensors would have marked it as a dangerous device by going on its atomic composition…but there was nothing dangerous or explosive about the device.  It was simply a piece of metal.  In actuality, the ring was a large-scale version of a hypersonic agitator, using a modified phase emitter that only returned the energy patterns that identified as nothing but a piece of aluminum and titanium, which was the makeup of the original piece of debris.  The true nature of the device was hidden from the sensors.  The instant it was annealed to the hull, it emanated a hypersonic frequency that conducted through the Carbidium hull of the station, using the metallurgical signature of the hull as a loudspeaker, which amplified the signal.  That composite signal had two functions.  The first, lower-energy signal was nearly in the auditory range, and just like his subsonic inducers, it induced tremendous physical discomfort to everyone in the port docking pod.  Hundreds of Faey dropped to the deck and began to squirm convulsively when it felt like someone had dropped them in a vat of needles tipped with acid.  As they thrashed helplessly, the second component of the composite attacked not the Faey, but the silicon conduit that transported hyperphased plasma through the pod.  The composite frequency introduced a fatal harmonic vibration into the molecular structure of the conduit, so great that the self-reinforcing energy of the plasma flow through it couldn’t retain the conduit’s structure, which caused the conduit to tear itself apart at a molecular level.  Within two seconds, every conduit in the entire docking pod shattered along its entire length, venting plasma into open air.  After only three seconds, there was not a piece of plasma conduit left in the docking pod larger than a grain of sand.  The entire pod lost power and was plunged into darkness.

After five seconds, the ring that had attached itself to the hull shot away from the station, releasing itself.  They got a camera on it just in time to see the device overload its PPG and vaporize in a fiery explosion in space, but the device had done its work.  It would take them days to replace all the plasma conduit that the device had destroyed, and that meant that the station would be operating at reduced efficiency, relying on its other docking pod and the main cargo bays in the main body of the station.  Until then, there would be no lights, no automatic doors, no elevators, and no life support, and all the cargo currently in the pod was either stuck there til it was fixed, or if it was food, it was now useless.  The Faey already in the pod during the attack would have time to evacuate before the conditions within it became deadly, but when it came time to go back in there and repair the damage, they’d be doing that work in E-suits.

Sure, it was something he’d used before, but they hadn’t figured out a way to stop it before, they still had no way to stop it, so why not use it?


That little stunt put the fear of god into Trillane.  With one tiny device, Jason had disabled a significant portion of the orbital station, the primary hub of the Faey cargo transportation system.  Jason and Tim listened with rightfully smug smiles as they listened to the station commander give a frazzled, almost hysterical report to a Trillane admiral.  What was the most satisfying was that general’s response when the commander told her that the conduit in the port docking pod had been destroyed.


“It shouldn’t take that long to replace damaged conduit,” she’d said, then the commander gave her a venemous look.  “I didn’t say it was damaged, General Mero, I said it was destroyed.  It’s all gone!  It’s nothing but sand laying in the void spaces between the walls!  It’s going to take my engineering section two days to lay enough conduit to get life support back!  So I’m not being fucking timid with that repair estimate, you ass-kissing bitch!” she screamed.  “Either I get more people over here who know how to lay plasma conduit, or the port docking pod’s going to be down for twelve days!  So send that on to Duchess Iria Trillane!”


Tim and Jason had exploded into laughter, and he had a beautiful still image of the station commander, her face screwed up in rage, pointing an imperious finger at the monitor.


It was one of his biggest, boldest ideas to attack Trillane, and it had been a smashing success.


It also didn’t go unnoticed.


Two days after the ring had attacked Trillane, Jason and Tim were sitting in his office with Kiaari, going over some of the information that Kiaari had brought back about Trillane’s troop positions, things that they couldn’t really learn just by tapping into their systems.  They were debating which facilities to hit that would be the least defended and do the most damage, when his personal panel beeped with an incoming call.  Jason didn’t think much about it; Jyslin and Symone called his panel quite often when they were in Nebraska, and right now Jyslin was over there with Songa.  Vultech-2 had to go out, and Jyslin was going to be the telepath riding shotgun while Luke took up Jenny Wilson to give her exposure to space flight; Jenny was very far along in the flight program, having already passed the written test and showing aptitude at the controls.  Luke told him yesterday that Jenny would be signed off by him by the end of the week, and ready for Jason to give her her practical test.


Jason flipped up the monitor and accepted the call as audio only.  “Hello,” he called absently.


“I loved the picture,” came an unknown voice.


Jason gave a start, and both Tim and Kiaari instantly fell silent.  Jason moved to cut the call, for he had no idea who it was,but his panel suddenly shifted into video mode of its own volition, which caused the blond, freckled face of none other than Myleena Merrane to appear in the window of his call program.  “There, that’s better,” she said absently.  “I do so love to see who I’m dealing with.  So, you’re the legendary Jason Fox.  You need better security on your personal panel,” she told him with a slightly superior little smile.  “There wasn’t much in it.  I was kinda hoping to find some of your specs and designs in here, but you must have stopped using this panel for design.  So much the pity.”

“And you are?”


“Oh come now, you go to the trouble of putting my face on that picture and you don’t know my name?”

“I’m just being polite.  It’s not seemly to know someone when they don’t know you in return, that’s all.”


“True, it’s only polite that we introduce ourselves properly.  Hi, I’m Myleena Merrane, and I’m your opposition.”

Jason just had to chuckle at that.  “I’m Jason Fox.”

“The one and only,” she chuckled humorlessly.  “You have quite a file, and I’ve read through it.  A brilliant engineer with an uncanny aptitude for plasma technology, and you also happen to be one of only five known human telepaths,” she added quite absently.  “Trained by an AWOL Marine who, I’d bet, is there wherever you are right now.  And now you’re engaged in a clandestine war against House Trillane that I’ve been sent here to stop, since your talent makes simply overwhelming you with telepathy impossible.  So, wanna do us both a favor and call it?  I have better things to do back home than chasing you all over this rock.  I can take you back with me, babes.  You’d do well in Black Ops, and they can make all your legal problems disappear.”

“Ah, no,” he said easily.


“Well, it never hurts to ask,” she said winsomely.  “How in Trelle’s name did you pull off that stunt at the station?  I’ve never seen so much destroyed plasma conduit before.”

“You think I’m gonna tell you?  I might want to use it again,” he countered.


“Oh, I’ll figure out how you did it,” she said with a wolfish, eager smile.  “And when I do, I’ll send you the specs to prove it.  Now that I have your panel number, I can send you all my little victories just to prove I can keep up with you.  I’ll figure out how you destroyed the conduit, and I’ll figure out how you’re hiding your little toys from our sensors.  As you can see, I’ve already started getting an understanding of how your mind works, babes,” she told him, leaning back and holding up one of his mines.  “It didn’t take me long to crack this baby once I got past your self destruct trap.  Though I’ll admit, damn fine job with the program wipe protocols, you got me on that one.  The memory crystals were as clean as a Templar’s dick.  But I got your hardware,” she taunted.  “You’re fucking brilliant, babes, I’ll give you that.  Attacking Sticks with an ion pulse because they’re not shielded?  Brilliant, and a brilliant use of a design flaw against us.  I’ll toast you tonight.  But tomorrow, I’ll get to work fixing that little problem, so you can’t use it anymore.”

“And I can tell you right now what they’ll say when you give them your solution, hon.  They’re going to say ‘that’s too expensive!’”


She laughed.  “That’s their problem, not mine.  If they don’t want to fix the problem, well, those Sticks aren’t coming out of my budget.  But I’ll do what I can to counter your mines that isn’t so pricy, so don’t think you’re gonna just keep walking all over us.  I’ll find a way to stop your mines, just watch.  The pride of Black Ops is on the line now, babes, and we take our competitions very seriously.”

“It’s your skin,” he told her easily.  “Faey have tried before.”


“Oh, but I’m better than them,” she said with bright eyes.  “Oh, and about this picture, Jason.  My tits are way bigger.  That was an insult!”

“Hey, the only pictures I had of you were from the chest up, and you were wearing a Class A.  It’s hard to tell.”


“Well, alright, I’ll give you the benefit of the doubt on that.  But hell, babes, if you’re gonna stick my head on some naked Faey picture, give me some credit, will ya?”

“Fine.  I’ll find something more, suitable, to put your head on with the next picture.”


She gave him a startled look, then laughed.  “Well hell, guess I’m just gonna be waiting in breathless anticipation the next time I crack one of your toys,” she said with a teasing grin.  “Anyway, I’d better get to work.  I just wanted to call and say hi.  I’ll let you get back to your dastardly scheming and nefarious plots,” she said melodramatically.

And without another word, the call ended.


“Give me that thing!” Kiaari said in disgust, snatching up the panel.  “How the fuck did she do that!  I installed the security on this panel personally!”


“You said she was good, Tim,” Jason said with a curiously amused tone.  “I see that wasn’t bullshit.”


“With her inside the mine, won’t she figure out—“ Tim asked, but Kiaari cut him off.

“Hush,” Kiaari snapped.  “If she cracked your panel, don’t talk!  She might have left a snooper in memory!  Let me take it somewhere and check it.  Arrogant, snotty little bitch,” Kiaari fumed.  “I’ll give her something to laugh about!” she hissed as she stalked out of the office with Jason’s panel.


“I think Kate’s miffed,” Tim said with artful understatement.


“Just a bit,” Jason agreed.  “That woman made all her security protocols look like chicken scratch, and that’s what she does for a living.”


“Well, won’t she figure out the inverse phase emitter?”


Jason shook his head.  “The transceiver it uses is stock, Tim.  Everything in the mine is something you could buy at any tinker’s shop, except the ion pulse module.  That’s not exactly spec.  What makes it do what it does is software, and that all got wiped when she opened it.  Since those are so small, the mine uses the same transceiver both for its sensors and for the emitter.  For such a small device, the extra use doesn’t hamper the emitter’s workings.  As long as she doesn’t get one with the code intact, it’s fine.  She won’t, though,” he chuckled.  “There’s no way you can open a mine without making it wipe its core.”

“How’d you pull off that miracle?”

Jason just smiled.  “There’s four separate anti-tampering systems in the mines, Tim, and all of them are software.  I knew that they’d eventually find a way to bypass the self destruct, so I set them so everything they do I want to protect is software using stock equipment, and that software is quadruple protected.  They do the final seal with the mine in a pressure box filled with nitrogen, and the sensors keep track of the composition of the interior atmosphere.  If it senses anything other than nitrogen, it wipes the core and self destructs.  The sensor checks more than just the air, though.  They keep a constant watch on the molucular structure of the shell.  If it detects any disruption of the mine’s shell, such as being annealed, drilled, cut, or even dented, it realizes that it’s being attacked, so it wipes its core and self destructs.  If the mine is tilted more than fifteen degrees while inactive, it wipes its core and self destructs.  The mines have GPS capability, too, Tim.  They know where they are at all times, and they’re programmed to know that if they’re opened anywhere but in the mountain, then something’s wrong.  So, if the mine isn’t right here in the mountain when it’s opened, if the other three protection protocols either fail or get circumvented, then it wipes its core and self destructs.  So, the only way to open a mine without it wiping the core and trying to self destruct is to open it inside a pressure box in the shop where it was made.”

“But that woman defeated the self destruct.”


“That’s easy,” Jason shrugged.  “That’s just the mine overloading its PPG, and I can think of any number of ways to stop the mine from doing that without invading it.  The main thing you have to remember here, Tim, is that the mine’s core memory is hot.  It’s made of a different kind of memory crystal that returns to its original state when the power that holds in its altered state is removed, and that wipes the memory clear.  They use that kind of crystal quite a bit in childen’s toys, so they reset when they’re turned off and back on.  It will remain stable and active only so long as it has power, kind of like RAM in old PC computers we used before the subjugation.  No power, no memory.  So, if they kill the power to the mine, like, with a spatial flux generator aimed at the PPG to make it shut down, then the mine loses power, and,” Jason snapped his fingers, “the core purges.  And all it has to do to purge is just kill the power to the memory crystals.  After it does that, then it tries to detonate the PPG using its destruct program, which is in active memory at all time, not part of the code storage.  If I ever turned off a mine, I’d have to reload its programming when I turned it back on.  So, the only way to keep it from blowing itself up is to stop it from detonating its PPG.  In order to do that, they have to disable the PPG, and if they do that, then the mine loses power and it wipes the memory.  And since everything in the mine that I want to protect is software, all they really have is a ball filled with stock moleculartronic circuitry, an ion pulse generator, and a PPG, which you can run down and pick up at any Double D.”  Double D was a Faey retail store chain akin to the old Radio Shack, catering to tinkerers and amateur technicians.

“Ohhhhhhhhhh,” Tim said, then he laughed.  “Damn, Jason, that’s fuckin’ smart.”


“Thank you,” he said modestly.

“So, what are we gonna do about this Merrane woman?”


“Right now?  We let Kate vent a little, and then tomorrow’s another day,” he answered.


Tim laughed.  “I’m surprised that Merrane woman had the balls to call like that.”


“If Faey have anything, Tim, it’s balls.  Even the women.”


Tim gave him a look, then burst out laughing.


Myleena Merrane was a pain in his ass.


She was that good.


In four days, his mines had stopped attacking Sticks.  It only took her four days to puzzle out that the mines were locking in on the Sticks’ unique engine signature (having moved on from the telemetry mode earlier), and she came up with a simple engine harmonic they could hot-update into Sticks that created a ripple that made the mines not recognize them.  Later that night, he got a taunting call from Myleena Merrane, complete with a data file that laid out how his mines were finding Sticks.

Well, chalk one up to Myleena Merrane.  Jason simply switched modes on the mines so they detected the unique mass density and metallurgical composition of Sticks as the trigger that caused them to activate.


The next day, six Sticks came down, and he got a rather pissy call from Myleena that night.  She was really angry with him for circumventing her fix so quickly, but he blew her off by hanging up on her.  She couldn’t hack his panel again, so all she could do was call back and endlessly let his panel ring until he either picked up the call or turned off the panel.


Two days later, Myleena Merrane had a fix.  She puzzled out that the mines were now using active sensors to find targets, so she devised a simple program that the Sticks would run using their communication systems that generated a blanket of sensor frequencies.  By using the belly transceiver antennas to generate the signals and pointing them down, that effectively blinded any ground-based sensor array with white noise, making it impossible for it to make any definitive determinations about any targets above.  Though she didn’t know exactly how the sensors were locking in on Sticks, her fix was a generic one that covered just about all the bases, and it was very effective.


Very damn effective.

That night, he got another call from Myleena, who lorded it up that she had him this time, and his mines were now nothing but souvenirs sitting on the shelf in her office.  Jason hung up on her again, but he cursed sulfurously afterwards, for he had no easy comeback this time.  Now, he had to outplay Myleena, and that meant going back to the drawing board and out-engineering Myleena Merrane.

Jason couldn’t come up with a way to thwart her fix without revealing more information than he was willing to give.  He knew how the fix worked, and to just slip by that would tip them off early that Jason was getting inside information.  He wasn’t ready to give that away quite yet.  And since they seemed to be able to find the mines if he left them out in the open, it meant he was going to have to pull back and regroup and figure out some way that the mines could use their visual identification protocol without being exposed to detection by whatever it was Myleena had come up with to find the mines.

This forced a change in tactics, and the introduction of the next toy.  Jason had been forced to land and plant this device himself, on foot and in person, and he did so in the town of Champaign, Illinois, a major hub for food production and transportation.  He planted the device in a warehouse near the spaceport, one of the big ones where some of the smaller freighters directly landed to be loaded, instead of using Sticks and containers.  He’d come on Vultech-2 that had been piloted by Luke, and it had been a relatively effortless affair.  Though his face was still being hunted down, that was nothing a pair of sunglasses, a floppy straw hat, and a fake beard couldn’t fix for a short trip down a ramp and into a building, then right back out.  After planting it, he got right back on the dropship and returned to Lincoln.  There, in his office, he used a little program that Kiaari had given him that let him do to Myleena what she did to him.  His panel dialed a number, a number whose code showed it was a floating panel.  The video picked up, and he got a look at the back of Myleena Merrane’s head.  “What?” she demanded in Faey, without looking at the panel’s screen.

“Myleena,” Jason said.


She whirled around and looked at the monitor.  She had a smudge of grease or something on the tip of her nose and her right cheek, and she was holding an annealer in her hand.

“You!” she gasped.  “How did you do that?”

“Enjoy,” he said, reaching into the pocket of his overshirt, taking out a small black remote, and pressing the flashing red button.


Back in Champaign, the small black box hidden in a small warehouse opened and fired.  With a dull flash, the device detonated, which created an Electromagnetic Pulse of sufficient magnitude to overwhelm the basic shielding that Sticks employed to protect their system from ambient electromagnetic fields.  Systems designed to protect form a planet’s weak magnetic field or the solar wind were nowhere near enough to repel an EMP wave that was of similar strength as the ion storms generated by the mines.  The EMP engulfed the spaceport, sweeping out to a radius of nearly a mile.  Every Stick that was struck by the pulse shuddered as its power systems were disrupted, and it either dropped out of the sky or powered down if it was on the ground.  The effect was spectacular, and it was devastating.  Two airborne Sticks shuddered in midair, in the middle of maneuvers to enter an ascent vector, and then dropped to the ground in thuderous crashes.  One landed on an open tarmac, and the other crashed into the roof of a warehouse, sending up a cloud of dust and blowing out every window in the warehouse.  Another airborne Stick, which had been in the act of maneuvering for a landing, lost control and slammed into a neat stack of containers, sending the large metal containers flying like dominos thrown by a petulant child as the Stick plowed through them and into the ground, sending a cloud of dust into the air.

But Sticks were not the only victims of the pulse.  Every unshielded plasma system overloaded and shut down, which killed the loader skiffs, the antigrav pods, and most of the industrial lighting and computers.


“What did you do!” she demanded.


“Turn on CNN and find out,” he told her with a level stare.  “Have a nice day.”


“Bastard!” she shouted as he cut the connection.


That should keep her busy for a while.  And give him time to circumvent her circumvention of his circumvention of her circumvention of the mines.  That should give him enough time to work up something, because the more he exploited unshielded Sticks, the faster she was going to find some way to protect them completely and force him to shift to another tack.

God, this was getting complicated.

While Myleena was busy cleaning up the mess Jason had created in Champaign, he got busy.  He knew she’d only be there for a few hours at best, long enough to deduce that he’d used an EMP to bring the Sticks down, and she’d be right back to work thwarting him, so he moved quickly.  That night, they dealt with all the mines that had been set and waiting and were now ineffective, which was itself rather tricky because Jason had no safety device to turn them off.  They weren’t meant to be altered once they were finished, but Jason didn’t want them left laying around ineffective.  He decided to simply set them off, which he did without ever leaving his skimmer.  Sure, the explosions would be picked up by Faey sensors, but that wasn’t going to be a problem for long.

Damn clever woman.  If she was going to monkey with the ships to make them impossible for the  sensors on his mines to locate them, well, he had other tricks up his sleeve, and the mines would return later in a new form.  And he would certainly use that against her.

In a makeshift shop in a corner of Vultech’s warehouse, Jason pulled out dirty trick #4, a tiny disc about the size of an old silver dollar.  These were something that he’d made earlier, and he’d made a stamp of the circuit so it could literally be cranked out by the hundreds by a single worker in a day.  Encased in an easily replicated metal case was that circuit board and a small gravometric engine the size of a walnut, a small device that was originally placed inside children’s toys.  Well, Jason had another use for them.  These little bastards were going to drive Myleena Merrane absolutely fucking nuts.

If she read his file, then she’d know all about these.


He called a panel in the mountain, and Temika answered it.  “Mika,” he called.


“Yeah, sugah?”

“Tell the shop to start number four.”


“You got it, sugah.  Want ‘em to box ‘em up?”

“Yah, we’re gonna be shipping them out soon.”


“Ah’ll get right on it.  See you latah, sugah.”

When he returned to the mountain about three hours before dawn, he found them ready.  Even though they’d only been working on them for a few hours, but they’d already made over two hundred of them.  “Need help, Jayce?” Tom asked as he came into the hangar with a clipboard.


“Not for this,” he answered.  “I won’t be out more than an hour, and I’ll be back before dawn.”


“Alrighty then.  Must be serious if you’re not taking a student.”


He nodded.  “I’ll be going somewhere where I can’t afford distractions.”


And that place was over Washington, D.C.  He flew over the city, careful to avoid the traffic lanes, for Washington was always a busy place no matter what time it was, and dumped the contents of those boxes out into the air about one thousand feet over the city.


They didn’t fall.  They spread out in the air, thinning out, moving laterally without ascending or descending.

“Take that, Myleena Merrane,” Jason said under his breath, then he closed the hatch and returned to the cockpit.


Jason’s stunt over Washington wasn’t an attack on Sticks.  It actually did no damage whatsoever to any Trillane equipment or assets.


But it drove the entire city of Washington absolutely insane.


The discs were subsonic inducers, modified so they didn’t need a metallic host to act as a speaker.  The devices were designed to float at a set altitude, and they were so small that no sensor, be it in space or on the ground, would detect them.  They floated using directional plasma magnets, but had tiny gravometric engines on them that caused them to slowly spread out, but not exceed more than five miles from the point where they were initially activated, and also with on-board software that kept them at least 500 yards from one another.  This set of conditions kept them over a set location, but allowed them to spread out.  And since the skimmer that seeded them always had to be out of the area by dawn, they were light-activated.  When the sun rose, it triggered the inducers.


And being inducers, what they did was generate a massive field of subsonic interference, which was directed downward.


At sunrise, the entire city of Washington D.C. woke up, wether they wanted to or not, for everyone in the city felt like ants were crawling all over them.  There was no hiding from the effect unless one was underground or deep inside a large building, isolated by the absorbing qualities of the buildings or the ground.  This was all well and good for some people, but the vast majority of the residents didn’t have that kind of protection, and were very rudely awakened.


It was pandemonium.  People in nightclothes were running through the streets screaming.  There were over 3,000 traffic accidents almost simultaneously, and within 20 seconds, there was not a vehicle moving anywhere in the city.  Faey and humans alike writhed and screamed in frustration, scratching at themselves, running in circles, dunking themselves in water, doing anything they could to make the maddening itching cease.  High-ranking nobles, including the Baron of North America, were caught up in the effect, and it drove them utterly nuts.  The Baron was on his vidlink seconds after the sun rose, screaming and cursing at anyone he could call even as he shimmied and fidgeted, scratching and clawing at his skin while chewing out any official he could get to answer.


It took them nearly an hour to figure out exactly how it was being done, when they brought in equipment to determine the direction from which the field was being generated, but it wasn’t easy to locate the tiny devices hovering high in the air over the city.  It took them two more hours, hours of agony for those below, for the Faey to destroy enough of the devices to weaken the field sufficiently enough to make it at least tolerable.  It took them another three hours to locate and capture or destroy all the devices.

The news was all over it, naturally, since INN had an office in Washington, and their staff had been subjected to the attack.  They tried to do a live feed, but found it impossible to concentrate long enough.  The cameraman did manage to mount his camera on a stand and take video of the chaos in the streets, however, which was broadcast just as soon as the crew could get their story out.  Oddly enough, the reporter that Jason watched after waking up from a nap that was talking about it found it strangely funny…but then again, he was Faey.  Faey loved a good joke, even if it was on them.

House Trillane, on the other hand, was not amused.  Going by the reports Tim and Kiaari put on his desk, the Baron of North America had a complete meltdown, and put some heads on the block and threatened to drop the blade if Jason Fox wasn’t found, and wasn’t found now.

Oh, sweet mercy, he just loved it when they begged for a sequel.


While Jyslin and Tim did a little research for him, Jason decided to continue his assault on the sanity of Baron Reth Trillane, governor of the continent of North America.


It required a little panache.

He sat in front of a console in the workshop just off his apartment and typed up a little engineering plan for something that Reth Trillane was just going to adore, when the door opened.  To his surprise, it was Fure.  Fure almost never left Kumi’s apartment.  He was uncomfortable in this place, and felt that he had little to do or little to offer, because unlike everyone else, he had no real interest in being an active participant in this war…and besides, Kumi would never allow him to fight.  He was a male Faey, and the very idea of it was an anathema to him.  He had no special training, no special skills outside of his role as a butler and personal servant.  All he did was keep things clean and run errands, and there just wasn’t much for him to do here.  Kumi didn’t need him as much here as she had back home.


“Fure,” Jason said with a nod as he entered.  “Everything alright?”


Well enough, Master Jason, he answered in his stately manner.  Despite being male, Fure was a powerful telepath.  He hid that power around Kumi, but Jason had the sneaking feeling that Fure was stronger than her.  Kumi’s talent was above average as Faey measured it, but she wasn’t overly strong.  She was very well trained, but she lacked raw power.  All three human telepaths were stronger than her, but Jason had the feeling that Fure was about on the same level as Tim.  Miss Kumi returned to Lincoln last night, and she asked me to bring you this.  It’s got some ideas she had on it, she wanted you to look them over and call her in Lincoln sometime today so you can discuss it.

Jason took a handpanel from the male and nodded.  Thanks, he said, setting it down.  I might not get to it today, though.  I’m kinda busy.


Working on another device?

He nodded again.  Seems that the Baron of North America took extreme offense to my attack on Washington, so naturally, I’m gonna do it again as soon as I have something.

Fure laughed.  Well, far be it from me to interfere in your fun.


Oh, this is fun, Jason sent eagerly.  I love doing this.


Inventing new things?


No, being an ass, he answered with an outrageous grin.  Just knowing that I’m making life unbearable for Trillane nobles makes me all warm and fuzzy inside.

Fure exploded in delighted laughter, having to lean over with his hands on the desk until he regained his composure.  Well, I’ll call Miss Kumi and warn her you might not be calling her today.


Thanks.  I’ll try to get to it, but if I don’t strike before the Baron calms down, I might not get him to pop a blood vessel.


I think you may at that.  Nobles don’t take it very well when things don’t go their way.  It’s a flaw in upbringing.  They’re very impatient.


I’ve noticed.

It didn’t take Jason long to come up with something, and it was something he could build and unleash by midnight.  What he settled on was taking one of the little pod harnesses he’d built for flying guns and setting another unit on it that dealt with sound.  Jason had a knack for frequency-based energy engineering, it seemed.  Sound, wave-type energies, harmonics, they were just easy for him, and he tended to fall back on what was easy for him when he was pressed for time.  This device was going to generate a ELF pulse, basicly a super-booming bass, and it was going to be a shaped pulse.  The pulse would shatter every window in front of it when it fired.  It wasn’t quite as good as the itchers, but it would aggravate the hell out of the Baron when he saw all those windows they’d have to replace.

It took him all of two hours to build the unit, and another hour to program it, including the ever-present self destruct that was integral with anything that left the mountain.  His panel on the back table beeped, and he glanced back at it.  The calling number was hidden, unlisted, so he had a sneaking suspicion who it might be.  He turned the panel around so the screen faced the wall, so nothing could be seen, then reached over it and accepted the call.


“You son of a bitch!” Myleena Merrane’s voice raged at him almost immediately.  “Do you have any idea how much hell I caught from fucking Trillane over that stunt in Washington?”

“Poor baby,” Jason said calmly, maybe a little smugly.  “Guess you didn’t have me covered as well as you thought, did you?”


“That was cheating, you asshole!”

“Deal with it.”


“You bet your happy ass I’m going to deal with it,” she said hotly.  “Just try to do that again.  I dare you.”

“I hope you have armor,” he told her.  “You’ll need it once the Trillanes beat down your door and come after you with pitchforks and torches.”

“Bastard!” she screamed one more time for good measure, then she hung up.


It wasn’t quite as shocking and dramatic as the subsonic field, but it really got Reth Trillane furious.


Jason’s little toy was released over Washington at 2am, and it went right to work.  The cone effect of the pulse was about two hundred feet wide at its terminus of operation, and that was wide enough to do some real damage.  The device ran amok in downtown Washington for nearly twenty minutes, because it stayed low to the ground and it was shielded from active sensors. It shattered windows all over the southern part of the city, in almost every government office, but it did actively avoid the Smithsonian.  There were delicate exhibits in there that Jason did not want to destroy, so the device was programmed to actively avoid the mall.  But good Lord, did it nail just about everything around the mall with reckless abandon.


By the time they finally found it and scrambled a trio of combat airbikes to shoot it down, it had done its work, and Jason sent the command for it to self destruct.  Thousands of windows all over southern Washinton had been destroyed, and the cost to replace them would not be easy to dismiss.  But that really wasn’t what it was about.  It was about slapping Baron Reth Trillane in the face for a second straight night, showing him that Jason could strike in his capitol city with absolute impugnity, anywhere he wished, anytime he wished.

That was what it was all about.


The Baron had a complete and total hissy fit.  Jason read about it the next morning, sipping on a cup of soda while reading the intel report Tim had ready for him.  The Baron had sacked the general responsible for security in Washington on the spot, put a one million credit reward on Jason’s head, and called the Grand Duchess to demand more resources to deal with Jason.  After that, he ordered his staff to put more people on the job of finding Jason, and ordered them to tighten the security around Washington, threatening dire consequences if he got through again.

Jason had to smile as he read that.  Take that, Myleena Merrane.


You look happy, Jyslin sent as she opened the door.  She glanced at Tom, who came in with her, then repeated it aloud.


“Just a little bit,” he answered.  “I’ve spent the last couple of nights tormenting Baron Reth Trillane.  Since that bitch Merrane woman stopped the mines, I’ve changed strategy a little.”


“Well, I’d be careful about that, hon,” Jyslin said delicately.  “Piss him off too much, he might respond by burning the entire preserve to the ground to try to smoke us out.  It won’t do much to us, but it will cause lots of problems for the others.”


Jason blinked.  He hadn’t considered that.  “You’re right,” he agreed.  “I think I’d better tone it down a little.”


“You can go back to mines, anyway,” she told him, handing him a handpanel.  “Near as we can figure, the mines won’t give off a detectable gravometric signature if you put them in low orbit.  We can put them up there and they can use visual detection to lock onto Sticks.  From the math, the ceiling is 367 kathra.  Any higher, and the mine’s engine isn’t masked by the planetary gravity well.”

“Sounds like part of a plan.  How’s the building doing on the guns?”


“We have six built, and five more should be done by Friday,” she answered.  “We’ll have all fourteen done in time.”


Jason nodded.


“What’s those for, Mister Jason?  Just out of curiosity.”


“Well, we plan on doing our first armed raid in two weeks,” he answered.  “But before we do that, we’re going to attack the Faey’s planetary sensor grid in orbit above us to weaken it.  We’re gonna try to knock it completely out, but I don’t think we’ll manage.”


“I thought we could work around the sensors.”


“We can, but they don’t know that we can, Tom,” he explained.  “So, this attack really isn’t anything but doing what they expect us to do.  They would expect us to try to blind their sensor system so we can move around more freely, and we can’t disappoint them.  Besides, every array we bring down is more money out of Trillane’s pocket, because that’s equipment that they have to replace.  Remember, Tom, that’s the real objective of almost everything we do.  It’s not about tactics or warfare, it’s about costing Trillane money.  That’s it.  The more money we cost them, the more we can put them in the red, the better chance we have of getting them off Earth.  When Earth is no longer profitable, then they’ll be amenable to the idea of releasing their control to another noble house.  Nobles don’t care about their people, Tom, they only care about their bank accounts.  So that’s how we’re going after them.

“The orbital guns are going to go around and fire on every sensor satellite they can find, and unlike other toys I’ve built, these won’t just self destruct when the Faey come for them.  They’ve been rigged with some strong engines, and since they’ll have very little mass, they’ll be able to outrun most manned fighters.  We’re going to seed them in orbit, and then when they activate, they’ll already be in position to knock out most of the stationary satellites that cover North America.  While they’re doing that, this is going to be going after the station.”  He flipped on the holographic emitter on the console, and a three dimensional image of a small spherical object appeared in the air over the console screen.

“What’s that?” Tom asked.


“Think of it as the B-B from hell,” Jason told him.  “It’s about the size of a ball bearing, Tom.  It’s going to be fitted with a fluxing plasma magnet that changes its orientation every time it strikes a solid object.”


Jyslin gave him a look, then erupted into laughter.  “Demir’s sword!” she managed to gasp.  “If you let those things loose in the station—“


“They’ll cause chaos,” he nodded, then he noticed Tom’s blank look.  “Did you ever see that old movie, Men In Black, Tom?”


“Yeah, I saw it.”


“Remember that little ball that flew all over the headquarters right after they recruited Will Smith?  It knocked over stuff and hit people and whatnot?”


“That’s what it’s going to do?”


“Something like that,” Jason told him.  “The magnets will give the balls some serious velocity, and since the shell will be crystallized Neutronium, they’re not going to be damaged when they hit stuff.  And every time they hit something, the magnet inside changes its orientation to match the vector the ball picked up when it rebounded, so it preserves any momentum the ball gained from the impact.  When I let them go, they’re going to fly around like a cloud of destructive gunshots.  While they’re not really that hard to stop, the Faey don’t know how they work, Tom.  It’s going to take them time to get readings on the balls and realize what they are, and the time it takes them to figure out what they’re dealing with will be all the time they need.  If I can get a box of them into the main landing bay of the station and activate them, they can render the entire landing bay completely unusable while they try to figure out how to stop them.  And while they work on that, the balls will be hitting the walls, the ships, everything, doing more and more damage.  And the nature of the physics behind it is such that the longer they go, the faster they get.  If they bounce off something they can’t damage, like the hull of an armored fighter, then they have more momentum.  Eventually, as they continuously bounce off the bulkheads and the armored ships in the bay, some of them are going to build up enough kinetic energy to start smashing through walls.  And once those balls get out of the bay, the cycle starts all over again.  I figure that if they can’t contain the balls within two minutes, they’re going to start breaking through bulkheads and start invading the rest of the station.  If they get out of the bay, then the task to contain them will become way harder.  I figure that if they get out of the bay, it’s going to take them hours to isolate all the balls and get them under control, and that whole time they’re knocking dents in bulkheads and breaking anything not made of a very strong metal.”

“Oh, Trelle, Jason love, that is evil!  It’s brilliant, but evil!” Jyslin laughed.


“The beauty of it is that there’s no real technology involved with this,” he chuckled.  “It’s nothing but a special kind of plasma magnet encased in an armored shell.  It’s a low-tech approach to dealing with a high-tech opponent.  They’ll be easy to make, and we already have the parts we need to build them.  I figure the shop can crank about fifty balls out an hour.” He looked at Jyslin.

“I’ll put some people on it,” she told him.  Jyslin more or less ran the manufacturing room when Jason wasn’t around.  “We don’t need everyone to finish building the guns.”  She glanced at her watch.  “Shit, it’s almost time for my afternoon training session, and you can’t be late for your flight training class again,” she warned.

“I know, I know,” he grunted, turning off the hologram.  “Did Tim fix the flight simulator?”


She nodded.  “I can’t believe that Maggie broke it,” she laughed.  “We’ve been ribbing her about it all day, about how we can’t ever let her behind the controls of a real ship.”


Jason chuckled.


“Oh, here, this is what I came for,” Tom said.  “Think you can get some of these, um, E-suits?” asked, looking at a piece of paper.  “Mister Fure described ‘em to me.  We have a problem in the lower storage bunker, something down there is leaking a chemical that makes it hard to breathe.  I closed off the bunker so the leak doesn’t spread.  I need to get some people down there, and I don’t wanna send one of you guys that has that self-contained armor to fix it.  If I can get some E-suits, I can send a maintenance team down to find what’s leaking and contain it.”


“No problem, Tom,” Jason said.  “E-suits are cheap, only like a thousand credits a pop.  I can buy one for everyone in the mountain.  In fact, that might be a good idea, just in case.  If they ever find us and try to gas us or something like that, everyone will have protection.”  He swivelled in his chair to face his panel, and then called the floating panel Kumi kept with her when she went to Nebraska.  She answered quickly.  “Yeah, babe?” she asked in Faey.

“We need an E-suit for everyone,” he told her.  “But I need some of them here by tomorrow.  Think you can swing it?”


“Puh-leez,” she snorted.  “I’ll have them shipped in faster than a gigolo drops his pants.  I’ll order two per person, so we have some spares.  They’re cheap enough.  They’ll be ready to pick up tonight.”

“There you go, Tom, problem solved,” Jason said, motioning to Kumi.


“Thanky kindly, Miss Kumi,” Tom called with a grateful nod, speaking in flawless Faey.  Jyslin had inserted the language for every rebel a while ago, and while English was customarily used in the mountain, even by the Faey, they were more than capable of speaking the language.

“Hey, no prob, Tom,” she said with a smile and a nod.  “You’ll get them when the dropship comes back tonight.”

Temika came in while Kumi said her goodbye and hung up.  “Y’all coming or what?” she asked.

Jason laughed.  “Making sure I show up on time, eh Mika?” he asked.


“You bet,” she told him.  “Ah think Ah’m getting the hang of it.”


“That you are.  I think you’re almost ready for your final test.”


She beamed.  “Ah kinda like flying.  It’s not as hard as Ah thought it would be.”


Where’s she at? Jyslin sent privately.


She can fly no problem, we’re going through emergency protocols right now, he answered.


What I did last week?


Yeah.  All that’s left for you is the final test and your solo flight.  I think that’s gonna happen tonight.  You’re bringing the skimmer back solo, love.


I can handle it.  Flying really is fun, and not as hard as I thought.


Now you know why I love it, he told her.


I surely do.  I shoulda had Zora train me for a Class 3 when she offered to train the squad.  The only ones who took her up on it were the twins.

“So, come on, sugah!  Yo’ cuttin’ into mah class time!”


Jason chuckled.  “Alright, alright.”  Tim, Symone, class time, he sent openly.


We’re just finishing up lunch, cutie, we’ll be there in a couple of minutes, Symone replied.


The flight to Lincoln in the skimmer was an intimate affair, for the only four on the skimmer were telepaths, and they were starting to gel.  Temika was a little wary around Kumi and the others, but Jyslin she didn’t treat so distantly, because of her relationship to Jason.  Jason’s fiancee was given more latitude than the other telepaths, and the Alabama woman was starting to open up to her.  They spent the time basicly chitchatting, as Jason allowed Temika to pilot them from the mountain to the Vultech warehouse.


They landed inside the hangar, and the three rebels who manned the warehouse came out to greet them as the doors closed and the hatch opened.  “I see you got the full class today,” Jenny Wilson noted.  “When do I get my turn?  I’m ready for my test, you know!”

“Myra said as much,” Jason told her.  “Your test is coming up, don’t worry.  Soon as you rotate out of the warehouse, we’ll take care of it.”


“Well, make it fast,” she snorted.  “I can’t even play with the flight simulator over here.”


“It won’t be long.  Where’s Rann and Songa?”


“Probably saying the kinds of goodbyes you don’t do in public,” Jenny sniggered.  “Rann’s going back to the mountain tonight.


Yes! Rann’s sending raced through the building.  Jason, the DNA testers got a match!  We got a picture in the pipe!

They all raced to the office, where Rann was sitting behind a panel, typing furiously, and touching the screen.  Here it is, he called, showing a picture of a teenage white male with red hair and profuse freckles.  Face recognition is running.  And, here we go.

His name was Ian Fletcher.  He was 17 years old, lived in New York City, and was still in high school according to the bio they pulled up on him.

“Well, now that we found someone…now what?” Songa asked aloud.


“Now, we go talk to him,” Jason said.  “You got his home address and vidlink number there, Rann?”


“Working on it.  Got it,” he said triumphantly.  “147 west 72nd Street, apartment 4E, Brooklyn.  Lemme run this little program Kate gave me to dig up the vidlink number for that address.  Okay, got it.  Want me to call him?  If a Faey calls and tells them they need to have an interview with him, they won’t blow it off.”


“Hmm, that’s not a bad idea,” Jyslin mused, and Jason nodded.


“Go for it, Doc.”


“What do you want me to do?”


“Get them to agree to a personal visit at home in the next couple of hours,” Jason answered.  “We can find someplace to land the skimmer near the house and go pay them a visit.  And if one of the Docs is there, that’s a Faey that can talk us past any soldiers that might try to stop us.”

“That’ll work, and I know just how to secure that kind of cooperation,” he said, clapping his hands together.  “Alright, clear out from behind me and I’ll take care of it.”


Everyone got out from behind Rann as he made the call.  It only rang once before the call was answered.  Nobody could see the face on the panel, but they could hear the voice of a woman.  “Hello,” she called.


“Yes, is this the Fletcher residence?” Rann asked in a personable tone.


“It is,” came a wary, uncertain answer.  “May I help you?”

“I’m Doctor Rann Elanne, madam, from the City Health Authority.  I apologize for calling at such a late hour, but I needed to speak with you quickly.”


“Is there something wrong?”

“No, no, nothing that can’t be quickly fixed,” he said smoothly.  “I’m calling all the students from your son’s school to warn you that one of his instructors has contracted a case of Encaphalic Porosis.  It’s a disease akin to your human Chicken Pox.  But, since it’s an illness that’s not of human origin, we don’t allow it to simply run its course.  If you would be so kind, madam, to expect a visit from one of our nursing assistants within the next three hours?  He will arrive and administer an immunization to your household that will prevent your son and your family from contracting the illness.  We’d usually just ask you to come into the clinic, but these immunizations need to be administered within the next four hours, and it will be faster for us to come to you by hovercar than you try to brave the subway system to reach our facility in the Bronx.”

“Yes, yes, that’s fine.  We were about to go to bed, but we can stay up.”

“I’m terribly sorry about that,” he said with sincerity in his voice.  “We’ll do our best to arrive as quickly as possible, so we don’t inconvenience you more than necessary.”


“No, no, that’s fine.  Do I need to do anything to prepare for this?”

“Oh, no, not at all, madam.  A single shot, and you’re good to go.”


“Alright.  Thank you for the advance warning.  We’ll be waiting.”

“Very good.  We’ll be there within the next couple of hours.  Good evening to you.”


“Goodbye.”

“How was that?” Rann asked, looking over the panel at Jason as he hung up.


“Perfect.  Jys,”


“Already on it,” she said, sitting down at another panel.  “I’ll find us a place to land.  Who’s gonna go?”


“Just one of the Docs and me,” he answered.  “The fewer there are, the easier we can move around.  Is that fake nose still here?  And the beard?”


“Yeah, in your office desk,” Rann told him.

“Go get them on, Jason,” Songa declared.  “I’m not about to let my husband go wander off somewhere dangerous, so I’ll go.  We’ll get the prepwork done while you get your new face on.”

Jason only took about fifteen minutes to get ready.  When he came out of his office, he had the fake nose and beard on, which changed his facial pattern just enough to prevent facial recognition software from matching him as Jason Fox when he was wearing a hat.  Jason had a fedora for that.  He changed into a pair of black slacks, blue shirt, and blue long coat to make it look like he was a medical assistant, and met Songa in his skimmer.  Jyslin was inside it, sitting at the controls, typing on the holographic keyboard.  Alright, I’m loading up a landing spot for you, in an empty lot about a block and a half from the apartment building, she sent.  There’s a map on that handpanel in your seat of the neighborhood, so you’ll know the lay of the land in case things go bad.  You be careful, love, she sent urgently.  What you two are doing is going to be dangerous.  You’ve never wandered this far from the skimmer in hostile territory before, you won’t have any armor on, and you’re going to be doing something pretty delicate.  If this boy’s mother has a fit or rejects, she might hit the panic button on her vidlink and bring in soldiers.  So be real careful.


I’ll do my best, he told her, taking her hand, then kissing her.  Her kiss never failed to curl his toes.  I’m taking a plasma pistol, just in case.


Trelle be with you that you don’t have to use it.


Now that I can agree with.  Ready, Songa? he asked, sending openly.  She too had donned her blue doctor’s coat, and the triangular insignia that marked her as a doctor was prominently displayed on her collar.


Of course, Jason, she replied.  This shouldn’t take long.


I hope not.

The flight to New York only took about two hours.  They maneuvered slowly and carefully over the city, since it was always active and there was no curfew here, avoiding other skimmers, airbikes, and some high-flying hovercars and zipships as they got over the vacant lot that Jyslin had marked for them.  Jason landed it there with a light touch, expertly squeezing it between an abandoned car and a little wooden clubhouse some kids had built in the back of the lot.  He left the ship running, with its stealth active, taking the remote for it while he and Songa piled out.  He raised the stairs and closed the hatch, which made the ship’s lighted interior vanish into a mass of featureless black that hid the building behind the vacant lot.

“Now we hope that nobody looks too closely out of their windows,” Songa whispered, for she knew that Jason had now completely closed off his mind to sending, part of his defense that made him appear to be a non-telepathic human to other Faey.


“It’s dark and there are no lights in the lot,” Jason answered as he pulled the brim of his fedora down just a bit more over his eyes.  “If anyone looks out, they won’t see anything out of the ordinary.”


“Jason, love, I should check out the humans in the apartment before we start talking seriously to them.  This Merrane woman is very clever.  If they found one of our scanners, they may know what we’re doing, and she might have set this up as a trap.  This is the one way that they could lure you out into the open.”


“That’s not a bad idea.  And thanks for asking for permission before doing it.”  He held up the map, looked around, then pointed.  “That way.”


The walk to the Fletcher’s apartment building was fast and nervous.  There were no patrols visible on the street, but the two of them constantly kept looking all around, wary of one sneaking up behind them.  When they reached the building, they stood on the landing by the locked front door, a door that the apartment denizens could unlock with a button in their apartments, which had a bank of mailboxes on the wall and an intercom over them.  Jason picked up the phone and pressed the button for the Fletcher’s apartment.  Someone answered immediately, a young man.  “Hello?”


“We’re from the City Health Authority,” Jason answered.  “You should have received a call warning you we’d be coming.”


“Yeah, hold on.”  There was a buzzing sound at the door, and Songa pulled on the handle to open it.  “You got the door?”


“It’s open, thank you,” Jason answered, then he hung up the phone.


They went up four flights of stairs, and as soon as they were on the proper floor, a door opened.  A portly woman with long graying brown hair done in a tail was there, wearing a robe over a nightgown.  “Please come in,” she called, stepping back.


Jason and Songa entered a small, rather poor apartment, filled with old furniture and worn-out appliances.  But the place was clean, the old furniture was well positioned, and the place had a warm, homey feel from all the pictures that were spread liberally on any horizontal surface.  They were pictures of relatives and the home’s residents.


“Yes, thank you for receiving us,” Songa said to her with a warm smile.  “We’re sorry it’s so late.”


“I’m just glad you didn’t call at two in the morning,” the woman laughed.  “It won’t take you long, there’s just the two of us, Ian and me.”

There was a brief silence, and the woman’s eyes seemed to glaze over for a second.  Jason couldn’t feel anything because he was completely closed off, but he realized that that wasn’t really necessary in the apartment, so he opened himself in time to feel Songa delving through the woman’s mind, quickly, efficiently, and very gently.  She looked to Jason and nodded, which told him that she was clean.  She looked to the boy, and repeated the process. Jason touched his mind ever-so-slightly as well, and felt an odd pressure there, a pressure that he only felt when he specifically went looking for it.  It wasn’t something that the normal Faey would sense on a casual scan.  This boy definitely had talent.  His talent was unformed, but it was definitely there.  It would take time and some work to get him ready to express it.

“Yes, well, unfortunately, we’re not here for the reason we explained over the vidlink,” she said carefully, after Jason nodded to her.  “It’s a bit more complicated, but I assure you, it’s nothing especially dangerous at this moment,” she said quickly, raising a calming hand when the woman’s eyes widened and her body posture stiffened.  “May we sit down?  I’m afraid this will take a bit of time to explain.”


“Oh, please, yes,” she said, motioning.  “Would you like something to drink?”


“No, no thank you,” Songa told her as she sat sedately on the couch, and Jason sat down beside her.  The woman seated herself in a chair across the coffee table from them, facing them.  “Please sit down young man,” Songa told Ian.  “This matter involves you as well.”


Ian gave his mother a nervous look, then he sat in the other chair, the one facing the vidlink’s screen.


Jason looked at them, cleared his throat, and began.  “First off, let me explain something to you,” Jason began, and then he explained the basics of telepathic ability.  “As you know, all the Faey are telepathic, but it’s been showing up in humans as well.  That’s something that they’ve been censoring on the news and Civnet, because they don’t want it to be common knowledge.  Well, that’s why we’re here.  This Faey lady and myself are part of an organization that’s trying to find all the humans that have the genetic predisposition to express telepathic ability and move them somewhere safe, somewhere the Faey can’t reach them.”


“Safe?  What do you mean?”


“Miss, think about it.  Telepathy is the biggest hammer the Faey have to keep us in line.  If humans started expressing telepathic ability, what do you think they’d do when they found out?”

“They’d either kidnap them or kill them,” she said almost immediately.  Clearly, this woman was rather bright.


“That’s exactly what they’re doing,” Jason nodded.  “Well, the organization we represent has found the genetic footprint that’s showing up in humans with talent, and your son matches the profile.”


“My son’s a telepath?”


Jason shook his head.  “Not yet.  He has the ability, but it’s unformed.  If we did nothing to help it along, he’d never express it, but we can help urge it to come out.  With some training and some time, he will express some telepathic ability.  But at this moment, no, he’s not.”


“How did you know that?” the woman asked.  “Did this woman tell you?  You know, using,” she hedged, tapping her forehead.


“I’m in this situation, Miss Fletcher, because I am a telepath,” he told her evenly.  “It’s why they can’t catch me.  They rely too much on their telepathy, and when it comes to me, they can’t use it.  What makes me hard for them to catch is because I had a Faey, friend, before I expressed, and she trained me instead of turning me in.”

She had a very worried look on her face, but the young man, Ian, just stared at Jason, very hard, and very long.  Then he laughed.  “I know you!” he blurted.


“Excuse me?”


“You’re wearing a disguise!  I saw that video you made on Civnet at school!  You’re Jason Fox!”


“That’s me,” he chuckled, taking off his hat.  “I’m wearing this stuff to trick the facial recognition programs they run off the cameras.  So, if you know who I am, then maybe you know why I’m here.”

“You think my son’s a telepath?” the woman asked.  “And you want to take him with you!”


Jason nodded.  “He isn’t yet, but he will be.  But when the Faey do what we did and start doing wide-spread genetic testing to find telepaths, they’re going to find your son, Miss Fletcher.  I just got here first, that’s all.  There’s a chance they won’t find him, but if I could find him, then odds are they will.  After all, they have much more resources than me.  I can’t really say what they’ll do if they find him, but one way or another, I can more or less guarantee that they won’t just leave you alone.


“If you want, you can come with me, back to my hideout.  I can shelter you there, and I won’t ask anything of you.  I won’t make you help me.  At this point, just getting your son out of Faey control and moving him to a safe place is all we’re interested in.  But, if you want to help, we’d be happy to have you.  You can help us fight Trillane and force the Empress to bring in Faey that will treat us better, because if you saw my video, then you know what’s going on.  Everything I talked about in the video really happened, and is still going on.  If you don’t want to help, that’s fine.  But at least with us, you’ll be out of the Faey’s sight, where they can’t get at you.

“So, I know this is pretty short notice, Ian, and it’s gotta be a shock, but what do you think?  After all, it’s your choice.  You can stay here and maybe the Faey won’t find you, or you can come with me.  If you’re a telepath, you can help us out.  If you’re not, well, you can still help us out.  I can’t deny that it’s going to be dangerous.  I’m sure you’ve heard it on the news, about all the damage we’ve done so far, and we plan to do lots more.  It’s going to be a war eventually, and that’s not exactly safe.”


“Are you kidding?  A chance to be a rebel?  I’d love it!  Yes!” he said enthusiatically.


“Well, that was fast,” Jason chuckled.  “Miss Fletcher, want to come with us?  He’s rather young yet, he could use his mother.”


“I don’t like the idea of it, but I can’t deny what you said,” she sighed.  “If my son is a telepath, he won’t be safe out here.  He’ll need to be protected, and since you’ve been staying hidden for months, well, you’ve proved you can do it.  And now that I know about you, I’d kinda have to go too.”


“No, honey, if you want to stay here, I can fix it so you forget all about what we’ve said,” Songa told her gently.  “I can make it so you think Ian’s run off, or he’s on special assignment to another school.  Whatever you’d like.”


“I didn’t realize you could do that,” she breathed.


“Yes, I can, honey,” she nodded.  “I don’t really like doing it, but I’ve been trained for it.”


“Well, truth be told, I think I’d rather go with you,” she said.  “I take it we’d have to leave more or less right now?”


Jason nodded.  “We don’t have much time.  I’ll explain why some other time.  But if you do want to go with us, you’ll only have about half an hour to decide what you want to take.”


“Do you have clothes and such where you’re at?”


“We do,” Songa assured her.  “We can see to all your needs.”


“Well, then I think we just need to take our keepsakes,” she mused.  “My pictures, and my scrapbooks.”


“Well, then, let’s get them all packed up and ready, shall we?” Songa proposed, standing up.


It didn’t take long.  What they ended up with was a pair of large suitcases, filled with pictures, photo albums, a jewelry box, and a shoebox filled with assorted little keepsakes, and some of Ian’s trophies and souvenirs and other mementos.  Jason put his hat back on, and picked up both suitcases and nodded to Songa.  “Alright, we’re going to go to where our transportation is. It’s about two blocks away.  Just follow us, and keep up.  Me and Songa’s going to be shielding us so the Faey can’t find us with their telepathy.”

“Alright.  I’m ready to go!” Ian said, almost jumping up and down.  “I can’t wait til I tell the guys about this!  I’m gonna be a freakin’ rebel!  This is gonna be so awesome!”

The follies of youth, Songa noted with amusement to Jason.


Amen.

With their new recruits in tow, Songa led them back to the skimmer quickly and without fail.  There were no Faey patrols in sight, and nobody seemed to either take notice of the suitcase-toting group or particularly cared about them.  The skimmer was still there, and Jason fished out the remote and caused it to open the hatch and extend the stairs.  “Wow!” Ian gasped when, to him, the night itself just opened a door to let them in.


“Inside, please,” Songa said, ushering them ahead, as she turned her head towards the street.  Jason, I’m sensing a patrol, moving quickly this way, she sent.


He could feel the edges of it himself.  I feel them too.  They’re coming this way.  We need to get moving.  Get inside.

She nodded and rushed into the skimmer, and Jason followed her in.  He didn’t bother stowing the suitcases, he dropped them in the back seats as the Fletchers gawked at the interior of the ship, even as Songa helped Ian buckle his seat belt.  “Quickly, please,” she told them.  “We have to get into the air.”


Songa got into the co-pilot’s chair as Jason got the engines going, and he pulled the ship up off the ground and retracted the landing skids.  He ascended vertically, taking it up several thousand feet, then he turned and started a sub-orbital arc that would drop them in Nebraska.  He had to stop there before going on to the mountain.

“And that’s that,” Jason said, looking back at the two.  Ian looked almost hyper, he was so excited, and his mother was very pensive, looking out the front window with a sober look on her face.  “Welcome to the Legion.  I don’t think I ever caught your first name, Miss Fletcher.”


“Molly,” she told him.


“Molly.  I’m Jason Fox, and this rather dashing lady sitting in the other chair is Songa,” he introduced.  “She’s one of our doctors.”


“Why is a Faey helping the rebellion?” Ian asked.


“Because I’m a doctor,” she answered simply.  “Faey doctors never take sides, dear.  It’s part of our oath.  We never take sides, dispensing medical aid to anyone in need.  We serve whoever needs us.  Jason’s people needed doctors, and so me and my husband are here to fill that need.”  She grinned at him.  “We’re not actually in the rebellion, dear.  Doctors are never part of other organizations.  I do help Jason out from time to time because I think he’s doing the right thing, but it’s not official.”


“But he’s fighting your own people,” Ian protested.


“My people make many mistakes, dear,” she said simply.  “Sometimes we can be very cruel.  What House Trillane is doing here on Earth is wrong, and someone has to put a stop to it.  That’s why I support what Jason and the others are doing.”


“I didn’t realize it was so bad,” Molly Fletcher mused.  “Things seem, well, alright to me.”


“You haven’t seen what’s going on where Trillane doesn’t let people see, Molly,” she told her evenly.  “They’ve done things that could get the entire noble house thrown in prison and Grand Duchess Trillane executed, if the Empress had proof of it.”


“Wow,” Molly Fletcher breathed.


“Wow indeed,” she nodded in agreement.  “That’s why my husband and I bend our oaths of neutrality where this rebellion is concerned.  A third doctor that’s with us, Yohne, she’s not quite so enthusiastic about it as we are, but then again, her oaths would never let her give the rebellion away or harm them.  Sometimes, neutrality also requires silence.”


“Hearing it from a Faey, it puts a whole new spin on it,” Molly said, mainly to herself.


“I know,” Jason told her with a nod.  “We’re not very large, and it’s very touch and go.  I may have pulled you out of the frying pan and into the fire, to be honest.  We are about to start a war with them, after all.  But at least with us, you have a chance.  It’s not a guaranteed future we can offer, but at least we can offer hope.”


“That’s something for me to think about, I suppose, as I get used to the idea of this,” she sighed.


“I can’t wait!  Do I get a gun?  When do I get to go on a raid?” Ian asked breathlessly.


“Woah, tiger,” Jason chuckled.  “Let’s focus for right now on getting you two home and getting you a new wardrobe, some rooms, and a hot meal.  I’m afraid that around the mountain, food is more or less your own problem.”


“You don’t serve meals?”


Jason shook his head.  “Everyone’s on different schedules.  We have a kitchen, so everyone just basicly cooks for themselves.  As long as they keep the kitchens clean, it’s all good.”


“Now that’s something you shouldn’t be doing.  People won’t eat right if they’re just whipping up whatever,” she declared.


Uh oh, I don’t like where this is going, Songa sent to Jason in concern.


If it makes her happy, she’s welcome to it.  This is a shock for her, hon…if she gets involved with the idea of running the kitchen, it’ll be a good release for all the worry.


True.

“Mom manages a restaurant,” Ian told them.  “She runs the Wendy’s down on 104th.”


“Not anymore,” she sighed.


“Don’t worry, we can find something for you to do,” Jason told her.  “They always need hands down in the shop.  And if you can sew, they’d love your help over in the warehouse.  We, lost, just about everyone that can sew,” he said, bowing his head.


“That big explosion out in the forest?” Ian asked.  “They said you did it on purpose on the news!”


“They did it,” Jason grunted.  “And we lost nearly three quarters of our people in it.  The only ones who survived were the builders who were in another town, getting it fixed up, so we lost just about everyone who was good at sewing.”

“What exactly happened, Mister Fox?” Molly asked.


“Call me Jason, and it’s a long story.”


“This flight won’t be short, will it?”


Jason chuckled.  “I guess we have time.”


Jason told Molly and Ian most of the story about how they got started, from his arrival in Chesapeake to their move to Colorado.  He explained about the exomech, and how Steve had detonated its power plant when it became clear that the Faey were there to murder the entire town.  Steve had known that no one would get away, so he made sure to take all the Faey with them.  He told them about what they’d been doing so far as far as the war was concerned.  “Since we don’t have enough fighters to sustain any kind of heavy action or big raids, we’re focusing on building robotic devices that do our fighting for us,” he explained.  “We can’t really take any big bites out of Trillane, but that’s not really our strategy given our resources and their size.  Our strategy is to attack the non-military transports called Sticks, because they’re very easy to bring down.  They’re cheap and as plentiful as grains as sand on the beach, but after we blow enough of them up, it’s going to start costing Trillane real money.  We’re trying to make it so expensive to run the farms here on Earth that they willingly leave and let another house come in to take over, one that will treat us with dignity and respect.  Right now, we’re setting up to conduct our first manned raid against Trillane.  It’s only going to be about nine people sneaking into a small armory in Canada, where we’re gonna steal anything we can use, then blow it up.”


“It seems like a risk to hang everything on that one thing,” Molly said.  “What if they find a way to stop you?”


“We have other approaches,” Jason nodded.  “There are other things we can do to keep adding more and more to the bill, and then there’s always just aggravating the hell out of them just for the sake of it,” he chuckled.  “I’ve been giving the Baron of North America reason not to sleep well at night here for the last couple of weeks.  It serves no other reason than to annoy him, but it’s just as effective as attacking Sticks.”  He started slowing as they approached Vultech, and Jason extended the landing skids as the doors opened.  “We’ve tossed around several ideas, but the main thing is to keep adding to the price tag that comes with owning Earth,” he added as the skimmer touched down inside the warehouse lightly.  “And here we are at our first stop.  If you’d be so kind as to just wait here you two, we’ll only be here for a couple of minutes.  I’m just here to pick something up.”

“Where are we?” Ian asked, looking out his window with keen interest.


“Someplace you’ll learn more about when you get to our base,” Jason told him bluntly.


“It’s good to see that you thought to have more than one base,” Molly said.  “If they ever found your mountain, you’d be in big trouble.”


“That’s something we’re planning for right now,” Songa told her with a smile, turning her seat so she could face them.  “We know that it just takes one person getting lost and getting caught by the Faey to give our base away, so we’re making several secret bases that only a few people know about, so nobody can give them up.  After all, they won’t know about them, and you can’t give away anything you don’t know.”


“I wondered how you dealt with that, with your people being telepathic and all.”


“Easily, we use our own telepaths,” she smiled as Jason opened the hatch and went down to where Rann and Kumi were standing, waiting for him.


Your E-suits are here and ready, Kumi told him.  “Bo, get those E-suits on the skimmer!” she called to Mark Bowman, but everyone called him Bo.


“You got it, Kumi!” he shouted, and started towards the skimmer.

“Stick it in the cargo hold, Bo!” Jason called to him.  Jys and the rest of the class!  We’re going back! he sent so it would be heard all over the warehouse, but not an inch outside the walls.


Ah’m stayin’ over heah til tomorrow, sugah, Temika told him.  Charleston called an’ they need some stuff.  Me an’ Kumi are gonna get it all bought and packed, and then we’ll fly it out to ‘em tomorrow.  We need to bring over the dropship tomorrow so we can take it out to ‘em.

I’m in the bathroom, I’ll be right there, she answered.


Tim and Symone caught a ride back in the dropship, Rann told him.  Luke brought it over to drop some supplies off for Charleston. He was going to take it the rest of the way, but they need to buy some other stuff, so they decided to just hold it here and take it all in one trip tomorrow.

Alright.  Rann, go take a seat in the skimmer, and introduce yourself to our two new members, he sent.


Ah, so the boy agreed to come then? Rann asked.


Both him and his mother, he nodded in response.  The boy’s hyper, but his mother’s pretty sharp.

“Afraid not, dear, I’m staying here tonight,” Songa’s voice came from the door as she appeared in the hatch, looking back.  “My husband Rann is going back to our base, he can explain anything you’d like.  He’s a sweetie, you’ll like him.”


Songa and Rann enjoyed a quick embrace and kiss at the base of the stairs, sending privately to each other, then Rann scurried up the stairs and into the skimmer.  Don’t take the copilot’s chair, Rann! Jason warned.


I won’t!


Is that going to be mine? Jyslin asked as Bo brought the box up to the cargo hold, then stopped and waited.  The stealth field was still going, and he knew better.


Rann, open the cargo door while you’re in there.  You know how, don’t you?


Of course I do, Jason, Meya’s already gone over the controls in the class I attend.  The stealth will disengage from the door when I open it, right?


Yeah, just open it.


Opening it now.  The cargo door’s stealth melted away, and it began to open.


No, love, you’re flying us home, Jason told her.  And I’m not going to say a word.  It’s a virtual solo.


Words no, but I’ll get lots of dirty looks, she teased as she appeared in the office door.


Kumi laughed, and Songa just smiled at Jason slyly.


“Your box is stowed, Jayce!  She’s ready to go!”


“Thanks, Bo,” Jason called to him.  Close the door, Rann.


Closing it now.


Alright, I’m ready, Jyslin told him as she reached them, holding her hand out to him.  Jason took it, and held it gently as she came up to him.  You need anything from home, Kumi?


Naw, I’m set.  I would like you to bring Fure over either tonight or tomorrow, though.


We can manage it tonight, I think.  Jyslin can make it her solo flight, she can bring him over and then come back, all by herself.


An hour alone with Fure?  Thanks, she sent sourly.


He’s not that bad, Kumi sent defensively.  He’s just not very comfortable around you guys.  He’s a nice guy in private.


Well, he needs to loosen up some, Jyslin told her.


Yeah, I noticed.  I’ll pop his cork later, that’s why I want him over here.  Nothing a couple of hours between my legs won’t fix.


He’s all yours, Jyslin told her.


That was more than I needed to know, Jason sent dryly.  Let’s go, love, so you can ferry Fure over in plenty of time before sunrise.

Inside the skimmer, Rann was already making Molly smile, and Ian kept staring at him in curiosity.  “Molly, Ian, this is my fiancee, Jyslin,” Jason introduced as she came up the isle between them.


“You’re marrying a Faey?” Ian gasped.


“You bet your booty he is, youngster,” Jyslin declared.  “I worked my butt off to get him, he’s not getting away from me now.”


“She’s a member of the resistance,” Rann explained when Molly gave her a startled look.  “There’s nine of us, you know.  Jyslin, Symone, Kumi, Meya, Myra, Fure, Yohne, Songa, and myself.  Proof that not all Faey are Faey, if you get my meaning,” he said with a warm smile.


“I’m starting to see that,” Molly nodded.


The boy has talent, Jyslin sent to him almost immediately after taking the pilot’s seat.  He’ll be weaker than the other humans, but he’d be about average for a Faey woman.  Stronger than a man.


I wasn’t sure how strong he’s going to be.


When you want a professional opinion, call in a professional, she sent with a wink, the she closed the hatch, retracted the stairs, and started prepping the ship for takeoff.


“I must say, Miss Jyslin, it’s nice to see a Faey with hair color that looks normal,” Molly told her.


Jyslin laughed.  “Actually, my hair color is abnormal,” she told her.  “Red hair is unusual for a Faey.  Blond and white are the most common.”


“The blondes I’ve seen don’t look very common,” Molly said.  “At least not naturally.  That’s what we’d call a peroxide job at work,” she said, pointing out the small port window by Ian’s seat, pointing at Kumi and Songa.  Both of them had blond hair, though Kumi’s platinum blond was much lighter, almost white.

“That’s about normal,” Jyslin told her.  “The darker the hair, the rarer it is.  The ones that’ll turn your head are the ones with black or dark brown hair.  My red hair makes me stand out, because it’s so dark,” she chuckled.


“I saw a Faey with green hair once,” Ian blurted.


“That’s not uncommon,” Jyslin told them.


“Not at all, my mother had hair the loveliest shade of emerald,” Rann agreed.  “It looked like a shimmering gem when it moved.”


Jason strapped himself into the copilot’s chair, and Jyslin took the controls in her hands.  She glanced at Jason, but he just laughed.  “Oh, no, this is all you,” he told her.


“Thanks,” she grunted, doublechecking all the indicators, then she picked the ship up off the deck and backed it out of the open doors.  She turned the ship even as she lifted it up over the building, then started a smooth acceleration in a pilot’s arc that would bring them back down right at the mountain.  Jyslin had learned how to fly quickly, and she was actually rather good at it.


“There, how was that?” she asked.


“Very smooth,” Jason told her.


“Jyslin is Jason’s student,” Rann explained when it looked like Molly was about to ask what that meant.  “Jason is one of the three licensed pilots in our group, and they’re teaching the rest of us how to fly.”


“Oh, that explains it,” Molly chuckled.  “I was wondering why she was asking him.  I would’ve thought it would be the other way around.”


“I grew up in a plane,” Jason told Molly.  “When I was kid, when other kids were playing baseball out in the park, my dad had me behind the controls of a Cessna.  He was an Air Force fighter pilot.  After the subjugation, after I came into a little money, I bought this airskimmer, and learned how to fly it.  It’s been a godsend,” he said sincerely.


“Ian’s father was a commercial pilot,” she told them.  “I’m afraid he passed away several years ago.”


“Oh dear, I’m so sorry to hear that, Molly,” Rann said sympathetically.


“Did he give Ian any lessons?” Jason asked.


“Of course he wanted to, but in New York, Ian couldn’t get a training permit until he was 12, and Terry died a year before Ian’s 12th birthday.”


“Well, that’s official, Molly.  My dad had me in the pilot’s chair before I even took my first test,” Jason chuckled.


“Yeah, my dad let me fly a plane a few times,” Ian told them.  “He didn’t give me any real lessons or anything like that though.  It was lots of fun!”


“Why are you asking, Jason?”


“Because both of you are going to learn how,” he told them.  “Everyone in the mountain needs to learn how to fly, even if you never use it.  Just in case.”


“Oh dear.  I hope it’s not that hard.”


“Not in skimmers, hon,” Jyslin assured her.  “If you can drive a car, you can fly a skimmer.  It’s really easy.  A lot easier than I thought it’d be.”


After an hour of pleasant conversation, where Rann had more or less captivated Molly Fletcher and Ian refused to sit still or ask any question that crossed his mind, the dark silhouette of Cheyenne Mountain appeared ahead of them.  “Alright, here we go,” Jason said, buckling his seat restraints.  “Everyone buckle in.  This is always a little choppy.”


“We’re gonna land?”


“In a manner of speaking.  Just look out the windshield and you’ll see.  This is how we keep our base a secret,” he chuckled.


Jyslin lined up on a low approach to the small tunnel that led to the hangar, and Molly Fletcher realized the truth of it immediately.  “That tunnel?  It’s too small for a ship to go in!”


“Trust us, Molly, we have it rigged.  But there’s a moment of turbulence when we hit our gadget that lets us go through, so be ready for it.”


Jyslin flew towards the tunnel with a steady hand, decelerating with her approach.  The minimum speed for this was 15 knots, for the bubble didn’t encapsulate the skimmer, it instead was like a soap bubble ring…it set out the soap film, and the skimmer was like someone blowing air through it.  If there wasn’t enough pressure, no bubble.  Well, with the skimmer, if it wasn’t going fast enough, it wouldn’t get completely in the bubble, and that would cause it to rebound the ship back out.  So, a ship had to be doing a minimum of 15 knots, or about 19 miles an hour, when it hit the bubble, or the ship wouldn’t be pulled in.  That wasn’t very fast, but when one noted that there was nowhere for the ship to go if it missed, then the reason it could make a neophyte pilot nervous was clear.  If you were too far off and missed the bubble completely, then the skimmer would run into the mountainside.  If you were going too slow, the ship hit the bubble skin, push in, have insufficient kinetic energy to cause the bubble to form, and then would bounce back.  But Jyslin had everything right where it needed to be, and she was in the safe speed window that Jason had decreed for this maneuver, a velocity between 15 and 19 knots.  If one was going too fast, then the issue was getting the ship safely stopped in the small hangar on the other side.  So, after a little math, Jason found that the optimum speed for the bubble was 17 knots, which gave one plenty of time to stop once inside.  She was using the skimmer’s navcom to line her up with her target point, and wasn’t looking out the window.  Her eyes were glued to the screen just over the control stick, and she kept the ship lined up perfectly with a red X on that screen.  That mark was the center of the bubble.

There was a jolt when the skimmer was encapsulated in a bubble of stretched space, which was the trigger that caused Jyslin to neutral the throttle.  The ship’s engines didn’t work in the bubble.  The view out of the windshield suddenly distorted and elongated, like a special effect from a sci-fi movie.  Then with a snap, the distortion whipped forward at a speed that made Molly and Ian gasp and flinch, and after another sudden shake of the skimmer, they were in the hangar.  Jyslin reversed throttle, causing the skimmer to quickly slow in the underground hangar, and then turned the ship, moved it sideways about fifty feet, and landed it gently and expertly in its assigned parking spot by Vultech-1, which was in the hangar.


“And here we are.  Welcome to the secret base of the Legion,” Jason announced.  Fure, Jason sent strongly.


Yes, Jason?


Kumi needs you in Nebraska.  Grab a bag, Jyslin’s gonna take you over.


I’ll be down in a few minutes, he answered.


Tom, come to the hangar, Jason sent in the manner that would allow anyone to hear him.  It was an open sending, with just enough power to reach to any distant nook of the mountain, wherever Tom might be.  Your E-suits are here, and I need you to assign some living quarters to two new recruits.

“I’m on the way, Jayce,” Tom’s voice called over the intercom.


“Wow, I heard that inside my head!” Ian gushed.  “You really are a telepath!”


“Was there any doubt, youngling?” Jyslin laughed.


“Well, I was wondering,” Molly admitted.  “Anyone can claim to be anything they want, but there’s proof in the pudding.”


The thee telepaths helped Ian and Molly unbuckle, then then they took them down into the low-ceilinged hangar.  The two of them looked around in wild curiosity while Jason gave Jyslin a quick kiss.


“Rann, I’m going to leave these two to your care,” Jason told him.  “Tom’s gonna assign them some rooms, but I’d like you to show them around, take them down to the clothes storage so they can get some wardrobes, show them the kitchens, and explain some of the rules to them.  Is that alright?”


“I’d be delighted to,” he said with a warm smile.  “Everyone here is disgustingly healthy, so there’s not much for us doctors to do,” he said, which made Ian laugh.  Tom, before you head down here, could you please whip up two handpanels with maps of the mountain for our guests?  That way they can’t get lost.

“Sure, I can manage that,” Tom called over the intercom.  “I’ll have them with me when I come down.  Rick, Jenny, head over to the hangar.”


“Well, it was nice meeting you two,” Jason told them.  “I’d take you on the tour myself, but I have something I have to take care of real quick.  We’ll be seeing each other every day, so don’t think that I’m going to vanish on you or anything like that.  Rann, show them where our apartment is.  My door’s always open, Molly, Ian.  If you ever need to talk to me, just come over.  As long as I’m not locked in my workshop, I always have time to talk.”


Jason waved to Fure as he hurried into the hangar, and the two newcomers gawked at him as he hurried by with only a word of greeting, then piled into the skimmer.  The hatch closed, and then the ship picked up off the deck.  “Come over here please,” Rann said, herding the two newcomers to a safe distance.  Jason, however, didn’t move.  Jyslin blew him a kiss from the window just before she engaged the stealth, and then the skimmer turned and started towards the bubble.

She’ll be fine, Jason.  She’s a good pilot, Rann assured him


Oh, I’m not worried about that at all, I just don’t like being away from her.


I know that feeling, he sighed.


I know, Rann.  We’ll do what we can to keep you and Songa together.  I’ll be in my lab.  I have someone to piss off.

Oh dear.

Operation Satan’s Marbles, as Temika coined it, was on schedule.  In the two days since Jason put that on the priority list down in the shop, they had nearly five hundred of them made.  That was almost as many as would be needed for their task.  He wanted 750 for the operation.  They’d have that done by tomorrow.  The flying guns that were slated for the attack on the Faey sensor system were ready.  There were 14 of them, parked in a neat row on the edge of the manufacturing gallery, nothing but flying guns with inverse phase emitters so they could evade active sensors…and since they’d be above the sensor arrays, the arrays wouldn’t detect them soon enough to give the Faey enough warning the arrays were under attack.  The lateral and spaceward scanners on those arrays were very weak compared to the planetside arrays, mainly just to scan for possible meteors or space debris that might collide with the arrays, so they’d know when to raise their shields to protect themselves from impacts.  The only powerful sensors that swept space between the planet-oriented arrays and space were the orbital station and the ships in orbit around the planet.  They didn’t have a second layer of sensors to protect those arrays, and Jason was going to exploit that oversight.  Once an array was destroyed, they would randomly select another array from its list and go destroy it.  That random nature, not following a fast path for quick destruction, was actually going to be the wiser move.  Once Trillane realized the arrays were under attack, they would dedicate fighter protection to the closer arrays, since the closest target to the last one was the most logical target to attack, and therefore the most logical target to defend to intercept the attacker.  It would take them time to realize that the arrays were being randomly targeted, and then they would spread fighter coverage to all the arrays.  Those critical few minutes would allow them to destroy more arrays, because the Faey pilots in those fighters that showed up would be in for one hell of a shock when they tried to shoot those drones down.  The drones had powerful engines on them, and since they were so small and had no live pilot with mortal constraints, they would be insanely fast, very agile, and a bloody fucking nightmare to hit with plasma cannon fire.  The fighters would be hard pressed to shoot down the drones, even as the drones had no problems targeting the stationary arrays and blowing really big holes in them.


Ah, the joys of Civnet.  The programming in those drones that would manage their combat protocols was the main AI in a game.  It was a fighter dogfight simulation game, very popular with the teenage girls, and the AI of that game was sophisticated enough to handle what the drones were doing.  Jyslin and Jason had modified that code so the AI knew the operational capabilities of the drone it would control, could understand the mission objectives, and knew what to do when threatened by enemy ships.  The AI would cause the drones to evade enemy fire and enemy ships while carrying out their singular task of finding, attacking, and destroying arrays.  AI-controlled war machines had a long history in the Faey Imperium of being substandard to Faey pilots, who had experience and skills that a computer couldn’t duplicate, like instinct.  But what these drones had to do was fairly simple, and in this scenario, a drone was more than suitable for the task.  These wouldn’t be engaging in active combat with Faey fighter pilots, because they’d lose that kind of an engagement.  AI systems could outmaneuver Faey pilots, and they could fire unerringly, but they lacked the ability to predict movements, and that was what dogfighting was all about.  All they could do was anazlyze data and draw conclusions based on now, not later.  In most of the history of live Faey pilots engaging automated drones, the drones did some significant damage in the initial engagement because of the surprise of dealing with enemies that exceeded the mortal limitations of the Faey machines, but inevitably were defeated by the flesh and blood advesaries because the experienced Faey pilots puzzled out the behavior of the enemy, behavior a computer couldn’t really change, and shot them down.  That was why the drones wouldn’t destroy all the arrays.  Eventually, the pilots were going to get the hang of the AI in the drones, would be able to predict their movements, and they would shoot them down.  The key for Jason was for the drones to deal as much damage as possible before that happened.

Jason knew they couldn’t destroy all the arrays, but the attack drones were going to strike the dedicated platforms that orbited over North America first, then fan out from that initial strike and go after camera satellites and the big arrays that were in synchronous orbit over other regions.  There were only 10 of the big arrays over North America, larger than the standard sensor satellites, which had more sensor capability.  Those were the ones that had the energy sensors on them that were sensitive enough to detect PPGs on the ground, so those were the ones that had to come down.

They wouldn’t get them all, but their goal was to destroy enough of the network to force a global realignment of the array system that would weaken the whole thing.  They could either redeploy, or they could pull arrays from other global sectors and leave those sectors blind…but the Faey wouldn’t do that.  Despite the track record Jason had shown of isolating his attacks to North America, the paranoid part of the Faey mentality wouldn’t allow them to leave a hole in their sensors.  They’d rather see the whole field through sunglasses at night with than only see one part of it with perfect clarity.

It was all subterfuge, though.  The weakening of their intelligence gathering would only help Jason, and in their mind, give him more room to maneuver without fear of being spotted.  In actuality, the attack on the arrays was only going to happen because they expected him to target them at some point.  They knew he wasn’t dumb enough to have the ability to attack targets in space and not try to attack the arrays.  If he didn’t, they’d wonder why he wasn’t doing it, and they might find the hack that Kiaari put on their system that gave them access to all their intelligence.  He wasn’t going to disappoint them.


The orbital station’s command center could probably get resources in place to stop the attacks quickly…but they were going to busy with their own little problem about the time the drones began their assault.


And right after those drones made swiss cheese out of the planetary sensor net, new mines would appear in space, not on the ground, and start the Stick destruction cycle all over again.  In the minds of the Faey, the reason Jason didn’t attempt an attack on the sensor net then would make sense once Sticks started going dead in space, attacked by a new kind of mine that targeted the main engine with a cascaded spatial flux wave, a spatial wave that would introduce a fatal overloading feedback cycle into them, forcing them to try to manipulate space that was unstable and actively being warped, something the engines in a Stick were not designed to do.  It would be like trying to use gravometric engines while passing through a stargate; trying to manipulate space that was being so heavily disorted was not something that normal engines could manage.  It would cause the engine to overload and literally melt the gravometric drive, maybe even make it explode, which basicly turned the Stick into scrap and spare parts.  Gravometric engines of that size were not cheap.  They would think that Jason was holding an attack on the sensor net back to coincide with the release of these new mines, and possibly help keep them from being detected by damaging Trillane’s ability to detect them.


If they only knew.


The space mines would attack in a different way because of the lack of the ground.  A Stick hit with an ion pulse would crash, and that crash was what did most of the damage, tearing the fuselage up, dealing catastrophic damage to the internal systems, and basicly causing the ship to be written off as unsalvageable.  But in space, a Stick hit by an ion pulse would just go dead.  It could be towed back to a maintenance bay, the plasma relays and damaged moleculartronic equipment replaced, and the Stick was basicly ready to go back in service.  Those weren’t that expensive.  Engines, however were expensive.  The new mines would blow the engines of the Sticks, not the power systems, and force a very costly repair bill to get them back into service.  Again, Jason could have simply planted bombs in the mines, but his consideration for the civilian crews of those ships wouldn’t let him be so, so ruthless about it.  He’d give them a chance to survive, and besides, though the Stick could be repaired and put back in service, he was going after the most expensive part of the Stick to repair.


Money, money, money.  The more it cost Trillane, the better.


And again, it was something he could only do to a Stick.  Stick engines were strong, but they lacked the redundant shielding that military engines had to protect them from just this kind of attack.  Faey Fighter engines were very resistant to spatial flux, and could operate when attacked by a spatial flux field.  Stick engines couldn’t tolerate it.


Oh, and since the sensors were going to be damaged, that didn’t mean that the Stick crews could breathe a sigh of relief once they were in the atmosphere.  Jyslin’s revamped ground-based mines were ready to go, mines that used a remote button camera on a tightbeam link that let them see without being exposed.  Those mines would use optical recognition to detect Sticks, and then attack them.  Unless that bitch Myleena Merrane could make Sticks invisible, there was no defense against this tactic.  The only defense would be to stop the mines from hitting their targets, and that went right back to forcing Trillane to use convoys of Sticks with fighter escort, which would snarl their cargo transport system and cost them time and money.


“Myleena, you are going to hate me,” he muttered under his breath as he sent down the order to start building the Jyslin Special version of the mines.


The B-Bs From Hell were literally a smashing success.

Jason, Kiaari, and Tim watched video they plucked from Trillane’s system at the end of the day, a day that would live in infamy in Trillane military history as Black Raista.  On this day, a two-fold attack was unleashed against House Trillane, and it had sent them into absolute disarray.


The first attack was only a diversion, but on its own level, it was more damaging than a thousand drones blowing everything out of the sky over Earth, for it was utterly humiliating.  Through the unwitting assistance of an innocent third party cargo delivery service, they managed to get a crate of his little surprises on the orbital station, and they were there right on time.  That morning, the device that kept the little balls in stasis queried its location using the Faey’s own GPS system, realized it was on the orbital station, and then released its hold on the 785 little black balls it was shepherding, each the size of a child’s marble.


They didn’t just explode out of their container.  At first, there was a low vibration, and then a hum that conducted through the deck of the landing bay, and then the container began to vibrate.  Then it began to shake. Then the staccato drumming of the balls banging on the interior of the container became audible, as the container began to jitter and convulse, sliding across the deck as startled bay workers looked on in curiosity, stopping all activity in the bay, and triggering an alarm that something was amiss.  Faey who had been perplexed by the shaking box heard the klaxons, and then started running for the exits.

That alarm probably saved quite a few lives.


A hole appeared in the container.  And another, and another, and another, as the balls built up enough kinetic energy to pierce the titanium hull of the container.  Those balls escaped with lesser energy, having been slowed by the breakout, but they had a nice large landing bay to work with.  At first, nobody understood what was going, on, but then the container literally exploded, sending a cloud of twisted titanium and a swarm of black objects flying in every direction.


Chaos!


Faey abandoned all dignity and raced for their lives as a swarm of little black balls started flying all over the cavernous landing bay, bouncing off ships, off equipment, off the bulkheads, off containers, and off unfortuate Faey who were in the wrong place at the wrong time.  The balls had no pattern, no predictability, and they seemed to come from evey direction at once.  Faey struggled to pull injured companions out of the bay or into ships, and those ships being assaulted by the balls that were manned lifted off the deck and made a mad scramble for the airskin shield at the mouth of the bay, seeking to escape from the chaos.  They were mercilessly assaulted by a multitude of strikes from those little balls, but every ship managed to escape the bay without being compromised because the balls had not yet built up enough kinetic energy to let them break through metal.  Every ship that got out of the bay looked like it had chicken pox, due to an innumerable number of small pits and dents in the hulls, caused by strikes from the balls.  The balls chased the ships all the way to the airskin shield, but bounced off of it as if it were a solid object, reflected by the electromagnetic field that kept its integrity.

For a long moment, the balls careened around the bay, knocking everything over, and the they started bashing dents into all the metal objects, and breaking anything not metallic or that was small.  The sound of them battering the landing bay got louder and louder on the playback, until it was a muted roar of constant PANG-PANG-PANG-PANG.  Unmanned Sticks, and civilian dropships, skimmers, and shuttles in the bay were systematically torn apart by the balls, their thin hulls compromised much faster than the other metal in the bay, shredded by the relentless assault.  One dropship in a corner exploded when a ball hit it right in the power plant and compromised the spatial containment of its fusion matter and caused it to eject its core, sending a hellacious firestorm through the entire bay, a blast so fearsome that it bulged the external hull of the station on the starbord side of the main bay mouth.  Fiery trails raced out of that cloud of fire as the invulnerable little balls raced right through the explosion unharmed, getting faster and faster, breaking the sound barrier, until it was nothing but one continuous thunderclap inside the landing bay.

The bulkheads lasted nearly four minutes as they Faey in the control center tried feverishly to understand what was going on down there, what the balls were, but the balls had destroyed most of the sensor antennae in the landing bay that would give them detailed information.  They were forced to point an external sensor towards the bay, and the readings weren’t as precise.  That gave the balls enough time to generate enough energy to be able to break through the bulkheads.  One by one, they smashed through the metal bulkheads and were unleashed into the internal structure of the station, having lost too much energy to break through the bulkhead on the other side, so they were trapped between the walls.  Some balls hit doors, though, and that sent them flying into passageways leading deeper into the stations, where they were trapped in the halls, bouncing wildly all over the place, going faster and faster as they rebuilt their kinetic energy after losing it in the punch through the bulkheads.


It wasn’t the balls in the passages that were the most destructive, though.  They did make it impossible for any Faey to use those passages, made it impossible for teams to get down to the bay to begin damage control.  The balls stuck in the bulkheads, however, had access to much more vital parts of the station thatn just the lights and the passages the Faey used.  They ricocheted all over every open space they could reach, and it was in those bulkheads that the vast majority of the infrastructure of the station ran.  Plasma conduit, water pipes, sewage pipes, datalines, they were all defenseless against the balls, which tore them apart as they pingponged through the interior of the bulkheads, building up enough energy to pierce the wall and gain entry to a new section of the station.  Whole sections of the station lost power as the balls shattered plasma conduit in a wide swath around the bay, sending the computer that controlled power generation and distribution in the station into a hissy fit.

And those balls in the walls did build up enough energy to break through the bulkheads.  Some were unleashed into new compartments in the station’s interior, but some tore through the outer hull of the station and careened off into space, to be lost forever.  Those holes they left behind, though, immediately started to vent atmosphere into space.  And without power or damage control teams on hand to contain the hull breaches, they continued to decompress the station’s internal atmosphere into space unabated.  Nearby military vessels scrambled, raising shields to protect them from the deadly little projectiles as they approached the station and launched shuttles, fighters, and damage control teams in E-suits to seal those hull breaches quickly, ships and maintenance personnel that kept a wary eye out in case enother white puff heralded another hull breach, which would send a little black ball screaming through space in some unpredictable direction that might threaten them.

It took them nearly ten minutes to finally understand what they were dealing with, and another fifteen minutes for a station engineer to hastily throw together a magnetic containment system that would capture the balls inside it, neutralizing them…but by then it was too late.  They turned on every security force shield in the station, for the shields’ electromagntic fields would cause the balls to rebound off them, which helped slow the spread of the balls through the station.  Some balls managed to travel all over the station, however, ones that got inside the pipes that they destroyed in the bulkheads, then traveled up or down their lengths to explode into new sections of the station, creating general pandemonium throughout the entire station.

At the peak, there were balls being reported in every section of the station, including one that had managed to get into the private quarters of Duchess Silla Trillane, the governor of Earth, a ball that had wreaked havoc upon her private domain before hitting a window, going through it, and decompressing her cabin, which caused some of her possessions to be blown through the shattered window and out into open space before a security force field activated in the sill of the porthole and sealed the breach.

It took them nearly two hours to capture every ball, which was a very dangerous task for the control teams, who had to catch them in magnetic nets and keep them in a magnetic statis field.  Balls that were inside the bulkheads couldn’t be reached, though, which forced a cruiser to come close to the station and aim a directed magnetic field at the station, which pushed all the balls in one direction, and eventually worked them out to where containment teams could get at them.  When it was over, the balls had done castrophic damage to the landing bay, considerable damage to the sections of the station abutting it, serious damage to other sections where small numbers of balls had managed to migrate using pipes, passages, or elevator shafts, and had caused 147 hull breaches in various parts of the station.   Every bit of internal infrastructure that was held in the bulkheads in the five sections surrounding the landing bay, and the bay itself, had been completely destroyed.  Conduit, datalines, pipes, everything.

The main landing bay was a total loss, as was everything that had been in it that didn’t escape in the first two minutes.  At their peak, the balls had gained enough kinetic energy to punch through the crystalized Neutronium hulls of fighters, dents that had destroyed those balls that had struck with that much force, which sprayed that white-hot shrapnel into the internals of the fighters, which basicly destroyed them from within.  All the equipment, all the cargo, it was totally destroyed.  They’d been forced to anneal a makeshift door over the main bay opening, because the airksin shield had been destroyed by balls in the outer bulkhead, and the outer doors had been mangled beyond any hope of getting them to move.  They’d had to anneal a makeshift door over the opening so they could repressurize the landing bay.  The damage was extensive enough to force them to evacuate the entire station of all personnel until a complete damage assessment could be made, which took Orbital One completely out of service.  That would hamstring Trillane’s cargo system.


It was a success beyond any of Jason’s wildest expectations.  He’d expected his little balls to deal some damage, but not on such a massive scale, and not to cause the entire station to be shut down as they assessed the damage and began repairs.  Even he had underestimated the deadly potential of those little balls.


Just as they were starting to feel like the worst was over on the station, however, the drones attacked.  That part of it wasn’t half as successful, for the drones weren’t all Jason hoped they would be.  They performed their primary function perfectly, which was to destroy all the stationary arrays.  All of them were destroyed within the first six minutes, but it was their confontation with the Faey that were quickly scrambled to deal with them, since the fighters and warships were already on alert because of the chaos taking place on the station, that left them lacking.  No drone managed to destroy more than four arrays, and 7 drones were destroyed en route to their second target.  The AI in the drones worked fairly well against the fighters, making them slippery opponents that were hard to shoot down, but what Jason hadn’t counted on was the cruisers firing on the drones.  They had expected only the fighters to engage the drones, and they paid for that assumption.  They didn’t program the drones to deal with that, and so they didn’t try to evade cruiser fire.  In the end, only 37 arrays were destroyed out of 473 pre-programmed targets, but they got the important stationary arrays, and in the end, that was really what mattered.  Each downed drone was a brilliant blast of light visible from the ground, for the drones were using unshielded PPGs that had had all their safety protocols disabled.  This caused them to explode like hand-grenade sized nuclear bombs when they were damaged, miniature versions of the fusion explosion in Chesapeake.  They were rigged that way intentionally, to be all but vaporized when they were hit, protecting the sensitive programming and equipment inside them from being captured, analyzed, and used against them.

After watching the video, Jason, Kiaari, and Tim looked at each other, then exploded into delighted laughter.


“By the Denmother, that was amazing!” Kiaari said between gasps for air.  “Jason, I want to be like you!  That was brilliant!”


“Holy shit, are they gonna be pissed!” Tim wheezed.  “We knocked out Orbital One, Jayce!  I never dreamed those little fuckin’ marbles would manage to do that!”


“I didn’t either,” Jason laughed, then he leaned back in his chair.


“We’d better lay low for a little while, though,” Kiaari said, regaining her composure, patting her flat belly while blowing out her breath.  “This went way beyond what we expected, so there’s going to be a pretty intense reaction.  More like an over-reaction,” she amended.  “We didn’t just knock a few Sticks down, guys, we just dealt massive damage to a space station with nothing but a box of marbles.  Trillane is going to retaliate, so we better be ready for it.  We should just hide in our little hole, tell the guys in Charleston to keep their heads down, and wait for the initial shitstorm to pass before we start anything else.”


“The mines do have to keep going out, but yeah, I think it’d be a good idea to delay the raid for a week or two,” Jason agreed.  “And we need to warn Charleston to send out the word that there might be a pretty savage retaliation by the Faey on the preserve.  People need to go to ground, and do it fast.”


“Still, that was just classic!” Kiaari laughed.  “I’m so glad my sister sent me here!  I can tell my children stories about this for years!”


“I’m so glad you’re having fun, Kate,” Jason smiled.


Jason’s panel started beeping, and it just made him all warm and fuzzy inside, because he knew exactly who it was.  He picked it up and put it on the desk facing him, so she would only see him, then accepted the call.  The flustered face of Myleena Merrane appeared on the monitor.  “Well, he-loo there,” he crooned.


“You…are…a…son…of…a…BITCH!” she said through clenched teeth, but then she laughed helplessly.  “Do you have ANY idea just how much you pissed off Trillane?”

“A pretty good idea of it, yes,” he said evenly, though he couldn’t resist smiling.  “I hope you enjoyed it.”


“As an engineer, I can appreciate it the cunning of it, but as the woman that was sent here to stop you, it really pisses me off!” she shouted.  “You’re giving me gray hair, human!  And you’re making me look bad!  I can’t believe that an elite team of Black Ops engineers just got the absolute shit stomped out of them by a self-trained newbie Terran and his box of fucking marbles!  MARBLES!  Do you have any idea how humiliating that is?  DO YOU!?”

Jason almost fell out of the chair laughing.


“I am going to take you down, boy!” she raged.  “This isn’t the end of this, do you hear me?  I will own you!  You just got me really into this game, and now I’m going to kick your ASS!  Do you hear me!?”

“Goodbye, Myeena,” Jason said with an evil grin.  “It was nice talking to you.”


“You, BASTARD!” she screamed as he cut off the call.  Jason looked at Kiaari and Tim, and the three of them erupted into gales of helpless laughter once again, Jason literally falling backwards out of his chair.
