Chapter 12


Vesta, 36 Demaa, 4393, Orthodox Calendar



Sunday, 22 December  2007, Native Regional Reckoning



Chillicothe, Ohio (Native designation), Orala Nature Preserve, American Sector

Kiaari—Kate, well, Kate was…interesting.

That was about all he could say about that.  His initial impression of her was that of a no-nonsense woman who knew what had to be done and set about it with diligence and determination.  She impressed him with her intelligence and her training, and he’d been quite uplifted about the idea of having her help for what he wanted to do.


Kate, however, was not Kiaari.  Kate projected herself as a timid, unassuming woman who seemed to want to melt into the background when immediately presented with more than one person with whom to converse.  Doc Northwood was the first to notice this trait in her, mentioning to Jyslin that it was as if she was struck mute the instant she could see two people at the same time.  She presented herself as being incredibly shy…which wasn’t a very good thing, given that the face that Kate possessed was similar to Meya’s, just heavier in features due to the lack of Faey light-boned structure, and that made her beautiful.  People wanted to look at her, to talk to her, but she was too timid to reply, to take any initiative.


The meeting of Kate with the community was suitably dramatic.  Leamon had been the one to find her, and as he told it, she was naked, battered, suffering from multiple ragged lacerations, and laying in a pool of her own blood.  Jason had gotten a good look at an “unconscious” Kate when Leamon raced her back to his skimmer early in the afternoon, when thick clouds overhead concealed the skimmer from orbital observation, and if he hadn’t known that she’d faked those wounds, he’d have been horrified.  The worst was the large gash over her right temple, which exposed her skull.  She was covered in blood, and had parallel lines of ragged tears in her flesh all over her body, some three across, some four across, and a couple five across.  The shape and size of the injuries caused Doc Northwood to immediately declare her the victim of a bear attack.  This was reinforced by the fact that a bear was killed not four blocks from where Kate was discovered, when it came out of a building and startled Irwin, who killed it out of reflex.  The way Irwin described it, the bear raced at him like a flesh-hungry demon, but Jason has a private suspicion that the fact that Irwin had known about Kate’s wounds before he saw the bear caused him to recall that encounter much differently than it actually happened.


Jason was there when Doc Northwood sutured her wounds, giving her somewhere in the vicinity of 170 stitches in various places, and he was the first person she saw when she woke up the next day.  He remembered to play the game out, telling her where she was and how they’d found her, and he even remembered to ask her her name before blurting it out.  She told him her name was Kate, and then she blushed and immediately stopped talking when Northwood came into the room.  It took Doc a while to coax her into talking to him, because all she did was stare at Jason, who was sitting against a counter across the room.  It took him even longer to get her to open up to him, to chat with him and not just answer his questions, but she still kept glancing at Jason, as if her eyes were drawn to him against her own will.

She started planting the seeds of her cover immediately, Jason realized…clever girl.


People visited her, and everyone had the same impression.  She was a nice girl, but very, very shy.  Once they did get her to open up a little, they found her to be a sweet-natured, gentle, likable young woman, but she immediately fell silent if more than one person was in the room, and it took considerable cajoling to get her to speak when in company.  But people did like her.  They just realized that her shyness meant that it would take her time to be more open with the community.


Her story was right in line with that personality.  Kate wasn’t a squatter by choice.  From what she told everyone, she was a Canadian native, originally from Toronto, who had been going to law school before the subjugation, and had just been trying to get along under the new Imperium.  But there was no place for lawyers in the new Imperial system, and she had little skill with technical things, so she ended up on a farm.  She also ended up coming under the eye of a sadistic guard assigned to the camp, who found the shy young woman to be an irresistable target to abuse.  She ran away from it to get away from that guard’s persecution, but the motor scooter she’d been riding got a flat tire, and then she had to abandon it and all her things when armed squatters attacked her when she was trying to get the tire patched.  She told them she’d wandered the forest for days with no supplies, living off creek water and desperately trying to find something to eat in houses that had been picked clean years ago, until she reached Charleston.  She was searching for food in the abandoned city, and then she couldn’t remember anything else until she woke up.

Doc Northwood told everyone that that was quite normal, that quite often people couldn’t remember a traumatic event, and even some time before and after that event.


Jason realized that Kate’s story and her personality were the perfect ingredients for making everyone feel protective over her.  She was playing the likable, pitiable, helpless innocent, exploiting the compassion of the community, and her ploy was swallowed by the community hook, line, and sinker.  The community as a whole basicly demanded that Jyslin screen the girl before she was even allowed out of bed, because nobody wanted to send the shy girl out on her own…she’d never make it.  She was a city-raised young lady thrown out into the wilderness with no supplies, no tools, no training, not even any clothes anymore.  If they didn’t take her in, she’d die within days of being sent over the bridge, and people liked her too much to let that happen.

Damn, she was good.


Thanks to Doc Northwood’s skill and his access to some Faey medical supplies, Kate was out of bed and moving around two days after bringing her back, with all most of her superficial and light injuries “healed,” thanks to the healing-accelerant supplies they had on hand.  Most of her wounds were only flesh deep, and though she was stiff and sore and bandaged more than clothed, she wanted out of bed and to move about in the crisp December air.  And like a moth to a flame, she immediately sought out Jason Fox.  She never initiated conversation, she never asked…she simply put herself in a position where Jason might notice her, where he might talk to her.  This Jason saw for what it was, and he picked up on his side of the requirements for her cover and took an active interest in her.  The very first thing he did was admit to her with others around that he was telepathic, but Kate simply blew that off as if it didn’t matter in the slightest.  After he got that out of the way, he could be found by others sitting with her on the porch in his overshirt when everyone else except himself and Kate were wearing jackets, enjoying the brisk air like true cold-climate denizens, or maybe walking along the streets, and just talking.  Jason was impressed with how detailed Kiaari’s cover story was.  He’d been to Toronto before the subjugation, and he was familiar with the city…and Kate’s description of it and her non-existent life there was frighteningly accurate.  She’d manufactured an entire fake life, complete with family, friends, memories of things and places and people, and she could recite those memories without error if asked to repeat them.  Jason was stunned at how completely immersed Kiaari was in the persona of Kate…but then again, he realized that a trained spy like her had to be both a good actor and have a very good memory.  She even spoke with a Quebec accent.  They spoke in English at first, but after Kate discovered that Jason spoke French, they could be heard chattering away at each other in French.  Everyone could see that though she was shy with everyone else, she was not nearly as shy when she was with Jason, but they could also see that she was battling her shyness to talk to him, to try to keep his attention on her, attention she seemed to both want and fear.

She was so good, several times during those first days of knowing her, he caught himself believing that she was Kate.

It was very easy for her to snap his head back to reality.  Kate and Jason would talk, then they would touch by accident, and she would share any pertinent information she needed to with him, or warn him he was going far afield, or just convey her amusement that he was starting to forget himself.  That touch, and that sharing, reminded him starkly that this was not Kate from Toronto, this was Kiaari.

Kate kept Jason’s head in the game, and helped guide him along what she considered to be a nominal sequence of events that gets her into Jason’s house in the shortest time without arousing suspicion.


Other things were afoot as well.  He’d heard from Kumi yesterday, when she rather giddily informed him that since the admiral she was going to serve had an accident and got injured, her compulsory conscription, which was to start today, Kumi’s 25th birthday, was now postponed.  If she wasn’t a Countess, she’d have been reassigned, but the clout of her Duchess mother and the guarantee of her gaining that assignment meant that she wouldn’t be sent anywhere else.  Admiral Duri would be on medical leave for two months, and since her induction phase would only last one month, she had a one month push-back in her conscription.  Kumi, that clever little minx, got her mother to fix it so the month delay in conscription counted towards her mandatory service time, since it wasn’t her fault that her conscription was delayed.  So, now Kumi’s conscription would officially begin on 36 Kedaa, instead of 36 Demaa.

Kumi had been busy before going off to conscription.  She’d set up the shell company that would allow him to operate without her, and had everything set up so that there was a complicated series of shell companies that only existed on paper that made it extremely difficult for anyone to directly trace the company back to either him or her.  Jason suspected the Miaari might have more to do with that than Kumi, though.

That had brought up a thought…did Kumi know what Miaari was doing?  Did Kumi know about Kiaari?


Well, he bloody well couldn’t ask Kumi, so he instead asked Kiaari.  She told him that she knew Miaari had taken a personal interest in Jason, but she didn’t know about Kiaari…and that was to protect Kiaari’s cover.  The only people who knew about Kiaari were Miaari, Kiaari, Jason, Meya, and Symone..and no one else.  The silence of everyone but Meya Jason could see immediately, but Kiaari seemed untroubled by Meya’s knowledge.  She simply told him that Miaari had interviewed Meya before coming to meet him at the lake, and she trusted her with that information…and that was that.  No other reason was given, and as far as Kiaari was concerned, no other reason was even necessary.


Pack mentality.  Kiaari trusted Miaari, completely, literally blindly, because they were sisters.

That company might be needed sooner than later, which was why he and Temika were on the outskirts of Chillicothe, ten yards from the border of official Faey territory at five in the morning, sitting in a truck and waiting.  He’d hit a snag with the projectors…their size.  They were big, and he could only fit one at a time in his skimmer.  This wasn’t a huge issue when it came to getting them to Charleston, but it was an issue when it came him getting them to Chesapeake.  He had to do this without a Kumi delivery because he didn’t want her to have any idea at all of where he was moving the community or how he was going to conceal it.  He’d already had the projectors bought and bundled, and they were sitting in a warehouse on Draconis waiting for shipment.


So what he had to do was get them all onto Earth, and then sneak them into the preserve one at a time.  And for that, he was going to need some warehouse space.


That was what this trip was about.  He’d just gotten another royalty payment and could now afford to rent a warehouse, but before he could do that, he had to make sure he could get out of the preserve safely, and that he could get past the Faey.


It was going to feel odd walking around in Faey territory.  They were going to New Myrthan, Ohio, a mid-sized town near a large tract of farmland.  New Myrthan was carefully chosen for this because of three things:  it was a good-sized town, it was a large hub for cargo and commercial traffic, and it was located only four miles from the border.  Food and farm equipment were ferried in and out of New Myrthan en route to either Draconis or the farms, so there was always commercial traffic.  That meant that the town had warehouse space, and since there were no food shipments right now, it also meant that some of that warehouse space was empty and available.  The town had a population of about 65,000, so Jason had lots of people around to help hide him, and it wouldn’t look very odd to the Faey for them to see him and Temika rumbling around in an old truck; there were lots of old trucks around, many of them used on the farms.  Two more farmhands in an old truck weren’t going to attract attention, even at this time of year.  Planting season was over, but the farms were still hotbeds of activity preparing for the spring planting, building expansions and new buildings, and basicly engaging the farm workers not shipped to the southern hemisphere in busy work to keep them from getting idle, bored, and therefore unruly.

Jason leaned back in his seat and looked at his ID cards one more time, going through everything in his mind.  The IDs stated that his name was Kevin Smith, a nice unassuming name.  Miaari had included eight separate IDs in her little case, in two sets of four IDs in different names.  This set was Kevin Smith, but there was another set that gave his name as Jack Brewer.  The IDs had a resettable photo element, allowing him to download a holo of himself into the picture area, which projected a three dimensional image of his head into the air over the ID when activated, and displayed a two dimensional photo of him when not activated.

Right now, that photo was of a young man with green eyes and short coal black hair.


It still felt weird, his hair being so short, but Symone laughed at him for him cutting off all his hair, laughing at his vanity.  His shirt and hair had been his only true vanities…besides, his shoulder-length hair helped keep his neck warm.  But it was mandatory that he change his appearance, so he had done so.

Two of the IDs were duplicates of the main ID that everyone had, the Native Identification Card, though some people used an ID stick instead of a card, such as students, people who might have to slot a stick to use a piece of equipment.  The other two cards in those sets were work IDs, both the same occupation.  Both Kevin Smith’s and Jack Brewer’s cards identified him as a contractor, with a special annotation on the IDs that also marked him as owning his own business.  Some humans still did own their own businesses, if it was a business that fulfilled a need that Faey technology or manpower didn’t provide.  A contractor was still a viable occupation in the Faey-dominated modern society, because people’s houses needed to be fixed, and Faey construction specialists wouldn’t demean themselves to the point of working on something as primitive as a house built before the subjugation.  They let the humans fix the human things, and that would give a contractor a niche in society that would protect his business from takeover by Trillane and protect him from involuntary reassignment to a farm.

Clever, clever Miaari.  Tagging him as a business owner would make him looking for warehouse space not be unusual enough to attract attention, especially for a contractor, who needed space to store materials and equipment.


“Does it have to be so damn cold?” Temika complained, pulling her hood up over her head more tightly.  “Can’t we turn on the heater?”


“This isn’t cold.”


“Ah’m from Alabama, sugah,” she said in a bristling tone.  “Trust me, this is cold.”


“Don’t ever move to Maine,” he hummed.


“Ah ain’t plannin’ on it, sugah.”  She shivered and burrowed into her coat more.  “We shouldn’t have got heah so fast.  Shit, even mah teeth are cold.  Can’t we send?”


“This close to the border?  Think, woman,” he answered mildly.  “You want this to be over before we even try to get through that hole in the fence?  Now stop complaining and keep timing the guards.”


“They been going by every four minutes on the dot, sugah, for over an hour,” she told him.  “You got the creds out?”

Jason held up four bright red bills, 100 credits of hard currency in four 25 credit notes, money made of a soft, flexible plastic that was pliable as paper yet much more durable, and nearly impossible to counterfeit.  Jason wasn’t used to seeing hard currency, for his ID had also worked as a credit card, allowing him to use his money.  Temika had told him a while ago that getting over the border wasn’t that hard, because in some places the fence and sensors were broken, and all up and down the frontier there were certain guards that would allow people to cross it…for a price.  This was one of those places.  There was a pair of guards that patrolled this area of the fence that were going to just let them drive through and on to New Myrthan for 100 credits.  They would wait until the patrol was visible, advance to the hole and creep through as they reached it.  Jason would roll down the window and give them the money, and then both them and the guards would go on their merry way.  That particular patrol passed by where they were every four minutes, walking back and forth along the fence on a well-worn footpath.  Just beyond that footpath was a grassy strip about twenty feed wide, and beyond that was fallow farmland, all of which sat in a low and wide valley with a medium-sized stream running through the middle.  The terrain around New Myrthan was still considered hilly, but the hills were low and gentle, and the earth flattened out considerably only about 20 miles from New Myrthan, the edge of the great plain that sat between the Appalachains and the Rockies.

The hole in the fence was just an example of Faey laxity concerning the security of the Frontier.  It was a huge, gaping hole, big enough for Luke to drive his deuce through, and blatantly visible…but only if one was standing at the edge of the grassy strip and looked down.  From the farmland, the hole wasn’t visible, and he’d bet that no farm worker was allowed to get close enough to the fence to see it.  The fence was at the edge of the forest, and the unique positioning of the hole in the bottom of a shallow gulley made it very hard to see from the air, because of the overhanging trees and a heavy growth of brown vines entwining the top of the fence, which dangled down into the hole.  The location of the hole was ideal for it remaining secret, and he’d bet that the guards that knew about the hole wanted it kept that way, because they were making some money out of this.  The only thing that could possibly reveal the hole would be vehicle tire tracks, but the edge of the fence was lined with gravel.  When Jason got the truck through the hole, he was supposed to immediately turn left and follow the fenceline for about 50 yards or so and get on U.S. 35, and simply drive right on up the road to New Myrthan.

Jason and Temika weren’t the only people waiting to use the hole.  There was another truck behind them, about fifty yards back, sitting up on old Route 23, that had arrived about ten minutes ago.  They started advancing at first, but when their headlights hit the back of Jason’s truck, they immediately stopped and backed up, then one of their number got out of the truck and advanced with a rifle in his hands.  Temika was the one to get out and go meet him, and when she came back she simply said it was another group of squatters waiting for curfew to end so they could sneak into New Myrthan.


This hole was relatively well known on the squatter side, so much so that their fees for allowing people to cross the border were known by most in the region.  It was 25 credits a head for anyone on foot or on a bicycle, or 100 credits for a vehicle, for anyone crossing the border.  All the guards who worked this part of the fence were in on the scam as well, so no matter who was guarding the fence, it was someone that was going to let one through.


“What time is it?” Temika asked.


“It’s five minutes since the last time you asked,” he answered her.  


She groaned.  “Can we please turn on the heatah?”


“Just deal with it, sheesh,” he grunted, putting the credits back on the seat between them.  “It won’t be much longer.  Ten more minutes for curfew to be up, and we have to save gas.  It has to get us home.”


“Ah know, but Ah hate bein’ cold when Ah got a heatah right heah in front of me,” she grumbled.  “Jason.”


“Yeah?”


“What you gonna do about Kate?  Ah mean, any woman with eyes can see that Kate likes you, and she’s trying tah get over bein’ shy and all, but Symone might get jealous or somethin’.”


Jason chuckled.  “You really don’t understand Symone, do you?” he asked, looking over at her.  “Symone would be overjoyed if I got into a relationship with Kate, at least as long as I didn’t think it was permanent.  And Symone says that you’ve been avoiding her.”


She blushed slightly, obviously remembering walking in on them a few days ago, when Symone laid down the law on her.  “Yeah, well, Ah knew that you and her fooled around behind Tim’s back, but Ah nevah—“


“No, we don’t,” he interrupted.  “Faey are very different from us, Mika.  Jyslin is Symone’s best friend, and Jyslin isn’t here.  Since Jyslin isn’t here, Symone thinks it’s her duty to watch out for me, and keep me happy since I’m not with Jyslin.  That means that she’ll prevent me from getting into any relationship that might jeopardize my commitment to Jyslin, but it also means that she’ll be there to take Jyslin’s place in, certain aspects of my relationship with Jyslin.  As a telepath, Mika, I’m sure you understand why the Faey completely separate the concept of making love from the concept of having sex.”


“Actually, no, Ah don’t understand it.”


“Okay, that explains a lot of it right there,” he told her.  “Faey consider making love to be joining the minds in telepathic union during sex.  Having sex is just the physical aspect of it, Mika.  I’ve experienced both sides of it, making love with Jyslin and having sex with Symone, and trust me, there is a huge huge difference between the two.  That’s why Faey are so casual about the idea of sex.  Sex without telepathic union is just physical, just for physical pleasure.  Yeah, I’ve enjoyed it the two times I’ve had sex with Symone, I won’t deny that, but she knows I never feel comfortable about it.  That’s why she’s been looking for another woman to replace her, someone that’s not my best friend’s girl.  She’ll push Kate on me until she thinks Kate is a threat to my relationship with Jyslin, then she’ll try to separate us.”

“Ah know, but Ah just can’t get over it,” she grunted.


“She was trying to push you on me,” he said deliberately.  “She thought you’d be the perfect woman for it, since neither of us would think a relationship would be permanent, and she thinks it’s something of a scandal that you don’t have a boyfriend.”


“She needs tah keep her nose out of mah business,” Temika grunted.


“Dream on,” Jason chuckled.  “Symone’s a born busybody.  She’ll nag at you til you give in, cause she thinks you’ll be happier.  She told me that she has a new guy in mind for you.”

“Mike, Ah’ll bet,” she snorted.  “She’s already mentioned his name like ten times.  Mike’s cute and all, and he’s got a hot bod, but Ah just ain’t ready for thinking about a man right yet.”  She looked at him.  “Ah thought that was some kinda ploy tah make me get with you.”


“Nope,” he told her.  “She meant what she said, Mika.  You really pissed her off, I think you should know that.”


“Ah pissed her off?” she said with sudden heat.  “What the fuck did Ah do?”


“Nothing, and that’s what pissed her off,” Jason chuckled.  “She was really working hard to get you interested in me, because she hated seeing you alone, and she thought that you finding a boyfriend would help you deal with your thing about being touched.  She thought you were being stubborn on purpose, but now I think she knows it’s just because I’m not your type.”


“Well, Ah have tah say, I do think you’re cute, sugah, and you’re sexy,” she admitted with a blush.  “But you’re mah friend.  Ah never really thought it a good idea tah think of you that way, cause Ah was afraid it might ruin what we already got if we got together and got into a fight or some shit like that.”

“Symone will not understand that at all,” Jason chuckled.  “In her eyes, the fact that we’re friends would make it that much more logical for us to sleep together.  It’s all about point of view, I suppose.  She sees sex about the same way you’d see giving someone a backrub.  It’s something you don’t do for a stranger, but wouldn’t mind at all doing for a friend.”


“And you have the same problem as me,” she reasoned.  “That’s why you don’t feel all that comfortable screwin’ Symone.  She’s a friend.”

“Actually, my issue isn’t Symone, it’s Tim,” he answered honestly.  “Tim knows about what Symone does, because she tells him.  He told me he’s alright with it, hell, he understands Symone way better than we do, but regardless of that, it just doesn’t sit completely right with me.  Symone’s trying to break me of that,” he told her.  “She told me she wants me so I’m totally at ease with having sex with her, and I’d better be at ease about the idea of Tim having sex with Jyslin.”


“Ohmahgawd!” Temika gasped.  “She said that?”


He nodded.  “Now maybe you’ll understand her point of view a little better, Mika.  Symone has no qualms about having sex with her best friend’s boyfriend, just as much as she doesn’t have qualms about letting her boyfriend have sex with her best friend.  To Symone, it’s just sex.  It’s no big deal, it’s just two friends having fun together.  But, on the other side of that, it’s not something that she’d do just on a whim.  She only wants to have sex with me because Jyslin isn’t here, that I’m cut off from the physical pleasure that my relationship with Jyslin provided.  If Jyslin were here, she wouldn’t be propositioning me, because she’d have no reason to.  And if it was Jyslin here instead of me, she’d expect Tim to be offering the same comfort that Symone offers me.  In fact, she’d demand it.  Jyslin and Symone are best friends, and in Faey society, there’s a certain amount of sharing that goes on between best friends.  Including boyfriends, but only when there’s a reason to share.”

Temika was quiet a moment.  “Ah guess Ah really didn’t understand all that well,” she said.  “Ah thought Symone was just bein’ a slut, bangin’ you behind Tim’s back, but Ah see she wasn’t.”


“Not at all,” Jason nodded.  “She’s just trying to be a friend in the only way she knows how.  That’s why she was trying to hook us up, and why she’s now trying to get you interested in Mike.  She loves you as a friend, Mika, and she wants you to be happy.  And she’s not going to stop until you are happy, even if you think you’re already happy.  To Symone, happiness is someone special in your life.  So just give in,” he chuckled.  “Find a guy you like, and see where it takes you.  You really have nothing to lose.  Do you like Mike?”

“Well, yeah,” she said uncertainly.  “He’s handsome, and he’s funny, and he’s kinda shy around me, which Ah think Ah like, and Ah think he’s attracted tah me.  But Ah think about touchin’ him, and Ah get all weak in mah knees.”


“Things are different now, Mika,” he told her.  “You’re the one in control now.  You don’t have to be afraid of anyone in the community, not even Symone.  You know she’d never hurt you.  She loves you.”

She stared at him.


“That’s all it is, Mika.  When the Faey probed you, you developed a phobia about being touched because of it.  You’re afraid of being touched because you’re afraid that it’ll happen again, cause the mindbender put her hands on you.  But it won’t happen again.   You’re a telepath now too, you can fight back now.  Don’t deny yourself everything because of one thing.”


“How do you know that?”


“Back when I first met you, the first time we touched, it just screamed at me, so strong I couldn’t block it out,” he answered her honestly.  “Symone knows too, but Tim doesn’t, because you’ve made a hell of a lot of progress since then.”


“Ah, Ah don’t know what tah say.”


“Don’t say anything.  Just think about it for a while.  It’s not something you can just shed immediately, it’s going to take you time.  But if you understand why you’re afraid, maybe it’ll help you beat it.”


“Ah…Ah will.  Ah promise.”


Temika fell silent as she evidently began thinking about what he said, and time inexorably passed.  Jason kept checking his watch ever few seconds, and after ten minutes had passed and curfew was officially lifted, Jason started the truck and crawled forward, as the truck some distance behind them began to advance slowly as well.  “Remember your training,” Jason said quietly to Temika.  “False front.  These guards won’t be Symone, and they will try to listen to us.  Got your false front ready?”

“Yeah.”


“Then do it, and block yourself completely so you don’t hear them send,” he told her as he erected his own deceiving array of random, completely innocuous thoughts, the thoughts of a human with no talent.


“Ah hate the idea of not hearin’ what they sayin’.”


“Me too, but we can’t react to any sendings, or we’re hosed.”


They waited about a minute, and the two guards came into view on the driver’s side of the truck, trudging up on the rise.  They diverted down into the shallow gulley when they saw the truck, and Jason rolled down his window as they approached, one on either side of the truck.  Temika gave him a nervous look, but he simply stared at her calmly a moment before turning to look at the armored, helmeted guard.


“Show me some red,” she demanded in accented English, a voice sounding a bit tinny from behind her hemlet.


Jason held up the credits for her to see.  She pulled them out of his hand and counted them quickly, then nodded to her companion on the other side.


“I ain’t never seen you before, so listen up.  No lights til you get up to the first curve, that’s where the first farm’s driveway is,” she told him.  “There’s lots of old vehicles crawling the streets that’re used on farms, so nobody’ll pull you over for not having license on your truck.  There ain’t no old-style fuel stations in town, so you’d better not run out, and I suggest you just park that thing and walk or take a tram or cab anywhere you want to go before someone notices the exhaust.  Park only at blue curbs, and if you get caught, you won’t live to be sent to Columbus.  Understand?”


“Perfectly,” Jason said in a steady tone.  “When is evening curfew?”


“Nine,” she answered.


“That’s all I needed to know.  Thank you.”


“Just remember what I said, and for Trelle’s sake, keep your head down,” the guard told him.  “As long as you don’t do anything to draw attention to yourself, you can get in and out without trouble.”

“I’ll remember,” he said as he quite deliberately began rolling up his window.


The guard put the money in a small case on her belt as Jason crawled the truck ahead, then turned sharply left and slowly followed the gravel path up to the road.


“That was nervous,” Temika said with an explosive sigh as Jason pulled back up onto the road.


“That wasn’t bad at all,” he said.  “Neither of them even tried to probe us, they probably just eavesdropped.”


“How do you stay so fuckin’ calm?” Temika asked.


“I learned how to cope with fear in my martial arts training.  Trust me, I found that just as nervous as you did, but I’ve been taught how to not let it show.”


“Teach me, sugah!” she laughed.


New Myrthan was a new town, built about ten miles north of Chillicothe, built out where the hills were very low and gentle, where the ground was much flatter and fertile enough to make it prime farmland.  That farmland was now lying dormant, waiting for spring, but the town was still bustling with activity.  Dropships and smaller cargo vessels were crowded in the skies overhead as they delivered or picked up equipment, personnel, and supplies.  People scurried about in town, most of them humans wearing worn but functional clothing, and more than enough armored Faey guards to keep those farmers from getting any ideas.  There was at least a pair of guards literally on every street corner, wearing the camoflaged armor that marked them as soldiers of House Trillane.  They had MPAC rifles slung over their shoulders, and most of them weren’t wearing their helmets but had them with them, slinging them over their rifles instead.  The town had wide streets and buildings built by the Faey, not by humans, buildings that were made of a plastic-concrete polymer that was very thin, but also very strong and surprisingly flexible.  Most of the buildings of New Myrthan were devoted to the farming trade, being storehouses, barns, warehouses, and shops and businesses that dealt with farming and farming equipment.  Interspersed among those larger commercial buildings were modest houses, houses inhabited by Faey more than by humans.  Faey soldiers patrolled the streets, and quite a few Faey wearing both utility clothing and stylish apparel made their way along clean streets and well-maintained sidewalks in the town.


It was apparent very quickly to Jason and Temika that this was a Faey city, not a human city.  Most of the businesses were owned by Faey and dealt with Trillane, supplying materials or supplies, and that put many more Faey on the streets here than in New Orleans, the only reference Jason had to compare.  The humans here looked nervous and afraid, rushing about their business, no doubt feeling quite uncomfortable being surrounded by Faey.  From what Jason had seen, the population was almost equally split between human and Faey.

But they weren’t the only races here.  Not long after sunrise, after Jason and Temika had parked their truck in a lot at the edge of town and walked in they had come around a corner and found themselves staring face to face with a creature that was most certainly alien.  At least the Faey were almost completely human-like in appearance, with only their ears and blue skin marking them as not human…but this, this was not humanoid.  It looked like a six foot tall preying mantis with a mottled brown carapace, and two sets of legs supporting that body.  Two sets of arms were on a lengthened chest section, the upper arms ending in wicked natural blades, almost like scythe blades fused to the bases of its wrists, the lower set ending in three-fingered hands.  The head was most definitely insectoid, with compound eyes and sharp, dangerous-looking mandibles.  It had large wings folded onto its back, and there was a small machine of some sort strapped to its chest.  There were two more that looked just like it just behind the first, but they were half a foot bigger and had no wings.

Jason almost walked into it, because he was looking at a hovercar going by as he came around the corner.  Temika’s scream of alarm was his only warning as he looked ahead, then came to an instant stop and took a step back in surprise.  He felt an aura of heat emanate from the creature, and he realized that that was what the machine on its chest was doing, generating heat.


It was a kizzik, one of the seven races of the Imperium.  Jason remembered reading about them.  They were insectoid, and though the vast majority of the race was stupid, the nobles, almost their own sub-species within the species, were quite intelligent.  He remembered reading that they rarely left their homeworld, which was a desert planet; in fact, the drones, those dumb kizzik, were actively not allowed to leave their homeworld unless accompanied by a noble who could control them.  He did recall that these creatures had no sense of hearing whatsoever, they could only detect vibrations through hairs on their legs and bristles on their forearms, but it wasn’t nearly sensitive enough for them to discern complicated sound patterns like speech.  It was used more for detecting vibrations in the ground.  They relied on a sign language to communicate with those outside their species; they used scents to communicate within their own species, a pheromone language that was supposedly as complex as any spoken language.

The one directly in front of him, that one was a noble…only nobles had wings.  The two behind it, those were drones, nothing but workers or soldiers, stupid as rocks but completely under the noble’s control.


“She begs pardon,” a voice called from behind her.  A male Faey wearing black trousers of some sleek, shiny material and a thigh-length red coat with his hood pulled up to hide his hair, said as he came around the three insectoids.  “She didn’t mean to frighten you.”


“Uh, that’s okay, really,” Jason said unsteadily, looking into the creature’s eyes.  “It was my fault, I wasn’t looking where I was going.”


Jason stared into those compound eyes for a moment, then shuffled a wide berth around the three creatures and went quickly on his way.


“Did you see that thang?” Temika breathed quietly as they scurried away, past two bored-looking Faey guards on a corner.  They paused to make sure they had the light, then crossed the street.


“It’s a kizzik,” Jason told her.  “The one in front was a noble.  The other two were just drones.”


“What does that mean?”


Jason explained it to her as they stopped at a small coffee shop, filled almost entirely with Faey, outside of the two human clerks behind the counter.  Jason took note at the offended looks when he motioned for Temika to sit at a table near the door, then bought them both a cup of coffee.  “I remember reading about them,” he told her.  “The nobles are smart, and the drones are dumb.  They rarely leave their home planet.”

Temika looked around.  “This a good idea?” she asked quietly in French.


Jason blinked.  He’d completely forgotten that Temika could speak French, and her talking about it flooded back to him as he heard those words.  She was a bayou girl, and they spoke French down in the swamps and bayous of Louisiana and Alabama, either active parts or remnants of the old Cajun culture.  Much as he had learned French from his mother, Temika had learned it from her mother and grandmother.  Jason silently reminded himself to warn Kiaari about that.  “We paid our money, we have as much right to sit here as anyone else,” he shrugged, replying in French.


“Yeah, but that’s pushing it, Jayce,” she told him.  “We aren’t supposed to be making a fuss.”


“I know, but what else are we going to do?” he asked.  “It’s not even six yet, and nothing’s open.  I don’t want to walk the streets waiting for the bank to open.”


“You have that list that Clem gave you?”


He nodded, patting his jacket pocket.  “I don’t think we’re going to find all of it here, but we’ll see.”


“Excuse me, what language is that?” a voice asked in accented English.  Jason looked up and saw a male Faey, tall and willowy, holding his heavy coat over his arm.  He had thick blue hair, like the sky, which was almost the same color as his skin.  His light skin was a sign that he rarely saw much sun, most Faey were much darker.


“French, sugah,” Temika answered, putting a light smile on her face.


“It’s a beautiful language,” he told them.  “Almost musical.”


“Ah think so too,” she told him.  “Ain’t many around these parts that speak it.”

“Yes, that’s why I’ve never heard it before.  Are you from, uh, French?”


“France, sugah, and no, Ah ain’t,” she answered.  “We speak French and English where Ah come from, but not much of French no more.”


“It’s certainly not here, you have the most darling accent on your English,” he smiled.  “Where is it from?”


“South, sugah.  Way south.”


“Ah.  Well, thank you for the information.  Good morning.”  The Faey male wandered to another table and sat down, and began chatting with two women.


“Nicely done,” Jason said in French with a slight smile.


“Boy, that was nervous,” she said with a slight titter.


“But you handled it well.  Congratulations, you’re gonna do just fine.”


They lingered in the coffee shop, eating breakfast and listening to the Faey chatter…which actually wasn’t much, given they were sending as well, and both Jason and Temika had themselves blocked out so they couldn’t hear.  After about two hours, they left the coffee shop and got down to business, that being completing the shopping and looking over warehouses to find something suitable.  The first thing they did, though, was go to the bank.  There was really only one bank on Earth, the Bank of Trillane, the house bank that was controlled by Trillane.  Earth institutions still existed, but they were all controlled by the house bank, so though there was still Columbus Regent Bank and First Federal and Chilocothe Savings, they were all just different names for the same institution.  According to the note that had been in the case with the IDs, both identities had bank accounts with Trillane’s bank, which could be accessed through any bank on Earth.  Usually, Jason could just transfer funds to these accounts using his panel, but what he had was hard currency, and that required him to deposit it in person.

The process was quicker and easier than he’d expected.  He simply walked in, waited in line for 5 minutes until it was his turn at the teller window, said he had hard currency to deposit into his account, and handed it over.  They deposited it, and that was that, no signatures, no ID scans for veracity…because they didn’t care who put money into an account, only who took it out.


He deposited 700 credits into that identity’s account, if only to give them some spending money that they could use without raising eyebrows using hard currency.  After that, they roamed through town, checking out warehouse space for about four hours.  They found two warehouses that would suit their needs; both were on the outskirts of town, both were fairly large, and both were owned by private companies that weren’t directly part of the Trillane merchant empire.  The smaller of the two was owned by a Makati mom-and-pop company, and run by a Makati named Thryngis Zul’Krood.  Jason knew it was a family company because Thryngis told him so; he was the nephew of the company owner, Groodem.  Their company specialized in warehouse space, and owned 34 warehouses in twelve star systems.  Thryngis managed five warehouses located through midwest North America, the main concentration of farming effort on the continent.  The other warehouse was owned by a Faey commoner couple, privately held and privately operated, who were actually came from a star system controlled by a different noble house.  They were Shian and Mari Vemale, and they were from Regulus VI, which was controlled by a minor house called Zendale.  Regulus VI was a sun-blasted desert world with two suns, and they’d sold their small business there dealing with water reclamation equipment and come to Earth after the subjugation, seeking a better life on a planet less hellish.  They owned just that one warehouse, having been lucky enough to win a lottery to have rights to buy land in the planned New Myrthan, and they were making enough money to pay their mortgage and have a decent life.

These two warehouses each had advantages and disadvantages.  The Makati warehouse had a concealed back doorway surrounded by a fence where the cloaked skimmer could land to load a projector, but the Makati had an extensive security system in place, complete with cameras that might catch sight of the stored equipment or the people who would come in the middle of the night to move it out.  The warehouse owned by the Faey was truly mom-and-pop.  It had no security to speak of outside of the Faey themselves.  They lived in the warehouse itself, in an apartment over the office.  The warehouse’s main door wasn’t concealed, but the warehouse was on the edge of New Myrthan.  Jason debated these two sites as they sat in a Burger King and had lunch, looking at a very professional brochure given to him by Thryngis and a hand-written page of rates and fees given to him by Mari Vemale.

“Whatcha think, sugah?” Temika asked around a mouthful of french fries.


“I think neither of them is perfect,” he answered in French.  “But all things considered, going with the Faey couple should be best,” he said, resorting to the classic word for their race…there was no exclusive French word for Faey.  “If they’re typical Faey, they won’t have any loyalty to the ruling house here, they belong to a different house.  That means that we can get them to do what we need to do.”

“Yah, I noticed the same feel,” she answered.  “You think we can buy their cooperation?”


He nodded.


“I did kinda like them though,” she admitted.  “They were nice.”


“Let’s hope they’re like most others of their race.”


“How do you mean?”


“Loyal only to themselves,” he answered bluntly.  “Remember, the commoners hate the system, and those two are commoners.  We can use that to our advantage.”


“I never really noticed that.  Symone doesn’t act like that.”


“She does,” he told her honestly.  “Her only interest is herself and Tim.  Everything she does, the very reason she’s with us, goes no further than that.  She’s in love, and that’s her only motivation.  I can guarantee you that if Tim wasn’t like you and me, that way, they’d still be back in New Orleans.  That is why they’re out here.”

Jason bowed his head a moment, remembering what Miaari had said.  Faey had no faith, and that was their weakness.  Could that be what she meant?  Was the average Faey’s lack of loyalty to race and government be the lack of faith Miaari told him about?  After all, the only thing that held the whole system together was the raw might that the Empress could bring to bear.  About the only loyalty that most Faey had dealt with protecting their positions.  Jyslin’s aunt Lorna was a good example of that.  She was an Imperial Marine, a member of the command staff, in direct service to the Imperium, and she displayed a genuine reluctance to go against the edicts of the Empress...because it threatened her own position of power and importance.  Noble houses had, in the past, tried to break away from the Imperium, to create their own power, but had failed.  And the lack of trust that other races for the telepathic Faey really gave them no reason to fly apart.  Fear from other galactic races squeezed them together under a governmental system most of them despised, but could not overturn because of the power of those who were in control.


With luck, Mari and Shian Vemale would be loyal to the money he paid them…and nothing more.


They returned to the Faey-owned warehouse after lunch, and entered the office in the corner of the building.  It was a small, orderly affair, nothing but a room with a counter separating the door from the two desks in the back of the room, one of them neat and orderly and with a panel sitting atop it, the other piled with memory sticks, charts, knick-knacks, and a panel sitting on a small stand on the corner of the desk.  The walls were covered in wooden panelling, and a large window in the back showed an empty warehouse beyond.

“Well, welcome back, Mister Smith,” willowy Mari Vemale said.  She was very tall, even for a Faey, a few inches taller than him, with long, gangly limbs and a flatter chest than what was normal for a pattern Faey.  She was still quite pretty, with auburn hair not far from Jyslin’s red, just darker, and large eyes that were a dark blue.  Shian Vemale was very tall, a bit taller than his wife, almost four inches taller than Jason, and unlike any Faey male he had ever seen in either pictures or live, Shian Vemale was built.  He had muscle rippling in his forearms as he moved them, and he filled out the loose, flowing blue shirt he was wearing.  Shian was an anathema among Faey men, who preferred to be sleek and slender and tone, not powerfully built and actively seeking to increase body mass.  “Did you decide to rent some warehouse space?”

Jason set his hands on the counter.  “I want to rent your warehouse,” he told them.  “All of it.”


Mari’s eyes brightened visibly.  “Well, I’m sure we can arrange that,” she told him enthusiastically, coming to the counter and flipping the folding top up so he and Temika could come through.  Jason nodded to Temika and they came through, then sat at the desk behind which Shian was sitting.  Mari pulled a chair to the side of the desk and sat down in it backwards, putting her arms against the backrest before her.  “Now, we have ten thousand square shakra of warehouse space,” she said.  “At our current rate of two credits per square shakra per month, that would bring the total up to twenty thousand credits.  Er, you can pay for this?” she asked uncertainly.  “No offense, but not many humans have that kind of money.”

“I’m a businessman, ma’am,” he told her.  “I can afford it.”


“What do you do?”


“I’m a contractor,” he answered.


“Ah.  So, you need space for some supplies?”


“I need it for some incoming large equipment,” he told her.  “Once we have a contract, you’re going to take delivery of quite a few large crates.  They’ll be here until they’re moved out, which will probably take about a month.  You might receive more shipments, and those too will just be held until I need them, and then they’ll be moved.  I’m going to be a burden on you, I’m afraid, ma’am,” he told her calmly.  “I’m going to be coming for that equipment at odd hours, and without warning.  You might even wake up one morning and find a couple of crates missing, and a note from me on the desk that I was here.  I also don’t want my competitors to know what I’m doing, so I need a warehouse manager who can be…discreet.  If you can agree to make no issue or note of what time I come for my equipment, and you keep my comings and goings to yourself, I’ll compensate you for your trouble.”


“It sounds to me like these visits to retrieve equipment are going to be at very odd times,” Shian noted in a surprisingly deep voice for a Faey.  “Like, after curfew maybe?”

“Sometimes, yes, after curfew.  I have a curfew exemption,” he said smoothly.  “I travel long distances and I can’t always get to my destination by curfew.  I can show you my exemption if you’d like.”


“No, no, I’m sure you do,” Mari said quickly, putting a hand on Shian’s shoulder.  “Well, just how much compensation were you looking to offer for our support of your, ah, unique needs?”


“I’ll pay you double your going rate for the warehouse space,” he offered.  “Of course, the doubled payment doesn’t have to be in the contract,” he suggested lightly.


“Oh dear me no, why would we want to burden the Imperial Bureau of Taxation with extra work?” Mari smiled.


Shian, however, gave Jason a penetrating look.  “If you can promise that there’s nothing illegal in those crates, you’ll have my support,” he said.


“Nothing illegal at all,” he said honestly.  “Just equipment.  I’m just a person who doesn’t like people rooting around in my business, that’s all.  I’ll pay extra to those that help me keep my business to myself.”

Jason had no doubt that Shian, and maybe Mari too, were running their fingers through his surface thoughts, but they wouldn’t find anything there that betrayed his story.  Mari and Shian looked at each other, no doubt sending their discussion, then they looked at him.  “You have a deal,” Mari announced.


“Works for me,” Jason nodded.


After Shian drew up the contract (rental of the entire warehouse for a period of at least one month, with an open-ended clause to renew every month, but only at a month to month rate for either the entire warehouse or whatever square shakrabe was taken up at renewal day), Jason borrowed their panel to secure their payment.  It was perfectly safe to access a bank from their panel, cause he had no doubt that all their clients either brought their own panels or accessed a bank through theirs.  He paid them their initial twenty thousand credits for warehouse, then transferred another twenty thousand directly into their private account.

Just after he handed the panel back to Shian, two Faey entered the office.  They were dressed in the blue uniforms of the Naval service, and their insignia marked them as members of Trillane’s personal navy, not Imperial.  There wasn’t a word spoken, and Jason didn’t dare open himself up enough to listen, but given the dark look on Shian’s face, she wasn’t very happy about what was going on.  They stayed only a moment, then left without a sound.


“Well,” Shian said darkly.  “I’m afraid this is going to be a short term contract.”


“How do you mean?”


“They just enacted Faey military law,” she growled, nodding in the direction of the door.  “They’re commandeering my warehouse space at the end of next month.  You’re more than welcome to use the warehouse, but I can’t extend our contract another month.  They’re taking it at the end of next month.  That gives you a month to arrange other warehouse space.”


“What would the Navy need with warehouse space?” Jason asked.


“How did you know they were Naval?” Shian asked.


“In my business, I deal with all kinds, Shian,” he said smoothly.  “I’ve made it a point to learn who wears what uniform, and what the insignia mean.”

“They said something about an upcoming operation,” she told him.  “They need extra warehouse space for it.  I can’t imagine for the life of me what they’d need warehouse space here for, though.  There’s nothing here but the Frontier.”


Jason frowned, realizing quickly that Mari was more than right…there was nothing out here, except for the Frontier.  Trillane’s navy would have no reason to start organizing storage space here, when it wasn’t growing season and there was nothing else out here.

Miaari’s information clicked seamlessly with this tidbit, and it made Jason’s heart skip a beat.  Miaari warned him that the Faey were going to sweep the Frontier to collect the hoverbikes…but that wouldn’t require warehouse space.  No, this was something bigger.  Something that was going to involve Trillane’s naval forces.


He understood then.


They were coming into the Frontier.  They were there to recover the hoverbikes, they were there to sweep the Frontier for Faey technology, and what was most important, they were specifically coming into the Frontier after him.  And they were coming in force.


“I’m sure I can have everything done and moved out before my contract expires,” he told the Vemales in a distracted tone, giving Temika a sober glance, one that made her immediately frown.  “I’m on a deadline anyway.  This is just extra incentive to come in under it.”  He stood up.  “Now if you’ll excuse us, we need to get back.  We have a lot of work to do.”

“Here,” Mari said, reaching over her husband and into the desk drawer.  She produced a small brass colored key, and offered it to him.  “This key opens the warehouse doors on both sides.  This way you don’t have to wake us up to pick up or deliver.”


“Thanks,” he said, taking the key.  “I’ll be back fairly soon.  I’ll see you then.”


“We’ll be here, Mister Smith,” Shian told him.


Outside, Temika gave him a long look before she said anything.  “They comin’, right?” she asked in French.  “You think they’re coming into the forest.”


“They are,” he said grimly.  “In large numbers.  They wouldn’t need warehouse space unless it was a major operation.  And the military wouldn’t be invoking Faey confiscation laws unless it was for a military operation.  They’re coming into the forest after us, Mika.  And that means we don’t have much time.”


“A month and a half.”


“No, more like three weeks,” he replied.  “We have to have everything in place and tested before they begin.”


“Three weeks?  Jayce, ain’t no way we’re gonna get everything done in three weeks.”


“Woman, we’d better find a way,” he told her intensely.  “Because if we don’t, then they’re going to find us, and everyone in our community will either be sent to a farm, or they’ll just vanish.  We have three weeks to set up the new community, Mika.  That’s it.”


Temika was silent.  “I hope you’re wrong.”


“I wish to God I was,” he sighed.  “Let’s get back to the truck.  We have to get back home as fast as possible.”


Jason wasted absolutely no time, in any aspect of what he had to do.  He drove home at a hair-racing speed, making Temika keep a vice-like grip on the handle over the passenger’s side door and the dashboard the entire time, as the truck bounced and slammed over the pits and crevices in the road that had eroded it away in the three years since it ceased being repaired.  During that long trip, Jason went over everything that had to be done, arranging it in his mind for when he told the community about what was coming, and how to most efficiently go about effecting the move, even as he sought to break both axles in the truck before he got them home.

“Jesus, Jayce, y’all can slow down a little!” Temika said in fear after they threaded a needle between a fallen tree and a guardrail just outside of Ironton, as Jason raced to get back before dark…but it wasn’t clean.  The truck shivered and the loud sound of squealing metal announced that the truck was grinding against the guardrail.


“We have to get back before dark,” he told her.  “So we have all day tomorrow.”


“Ah think we’ll make it by now, sugah!” she told him.


“Wasn’t that the tree—“


“Hush,” she cut him off.  Jason looked back in the rearview mirror and realized it was the tree she’d clipped back when he’d first met her, that put her in his care and had probably cemented their friendship.


They were just inside CB range, so he picked up the mike.  “Irwin,” he called.  After a moment of silence, he growled and keyed the mike again.  “Irwin, put down the bowl and get your nose out of the TV and pick up,” he demanded.


“Sorry Jayce.  Wait, weren’t you supposed to be back tomorrow?”

“Change of plans,” he answered.  “Listen carefully.  Gather the council and have them meet me at my house in a half an hour.  It’s important.”


“Will do.  See you soon.”

“What are we gonna tell ‘em exactly?” Temika asked.


“What we know,” he answered.  “And what we’ll have to do.”


“Think we can move in time?”


“Yeah, but it’s gonna be close,” he answered.  “I can have the projectors up and running in two weeks no problem, it’s the idea of how we’re going to move everything from here to Charleston that’s gonna be dicey.  And then there’s the exomech problem.”


“Oh yeah, I forgot about that thang.”

It didn’t take long for them to get back, and Jason wasted no time.  He went straight from the truck to the house without stopping to greet anyone, and everyone that saw him saw the look on his face and saw that he was very unsettled.  He charged straight into his house and into the living room where they were waiting with Tim, Symone, and Kate, and he started taking off his coat as Temika and Irwin came in behind him.  “Guys, we have a serious problem,” he announced without so much as a hello.

“We figured something important had to be going on for you to come back so fast,” Regina said seriously.  “You weren’t supposed to be back until tomorrow morning.”


He nodded.  “It’s not good.  Thanks, Irwin,” he said as the portly man took his coat, and then Temika’s.  They sat down on the couch that was open, and Jason went over what he’d overheard in the warehouse office, and what it meant.  “There’s only one reason that they’d be gearing up for a major operation,” he surmised once he was done.


“They’re setting up for a major raid into the frontier,” Clem said with a shake of his head, a sign of his dismay.


“And that means we can’t be here when they start,” Jason stated.  “Near as I can figure, we have about a month and a half our time to get the community moved.  Now, we can do it, but it’s going to be close, and we have some serious decisions to make.”


“Can you get the projectors ready in that time?” Paul asked.


Jason waved his hand negligently.  “That’ll take two weeks,” he answered.  “That’s not the real issue.  The real issue is, how do we pick up and take everything that’s here that we need and move it without being seen?”


“We move at night,” Regina said.


“And we do it in small pieces,” Leamon added.  “A truck here, a truck there.”


“No, son, that won’t work very well,” Clem said.  “It may not be easy to see, but it’ll make it very hard on the community.  It’d work better if we move in stages.  Nonessential junk first, then equipment, then food, then people.  And we can’t keep running back and forth, or we’ll attract attention.”


“Not quite,” Tim said.  “Remember what Jayce said, they have cameras that can look down, and they already know we’re here.  They know we’re here, and with this invasion being planned, they’re going to be watching us.  When we move, it has to be all at once,” he stressed, “and they can’t see us either preparing for it or conducting the move.  We literally have to disappear overnight.  It’s the only way we can be sure.”


“If we just vanish, won’t it attract just as much attention?” Juli asked.  “I mean, they’ll see that we’re gone, and they might come looking for us early.”


Clem looked to Jason.  “Well, son?  What should we do?”


“We should break up and move out,” he said simply.  “Let them see us preparing to do it.  Let them see us leave the community in small groups over time, scattering in every direction.  Then, after dark, then the groups turn and come straight to Charleston,” he said.  “From the way it’ll look to them, the community is breaking apart and splitting up, and going in all directions.  Since they know they have trouble finding small cells of squatters, it’ll make it rational as to why they can’t find any of us.  They don’t have to know why the community looks to be breaking up, and it won’t matter.  They’ll invent a reason as to why we’ve broken up that seems to fit in with what they see us doing.  The only things that are important are that they see us leave Chesapeake, they don’t see us all leaving at once so they don’t think we know they’re coming, and they see us seem to scatter instead of moving as a group.”

“And we assign priorities to the things we’re moving and fix it so those go out with the first groups to leave,” Clem said with a nod.


“Just so,” Jason agreed.  “And the first group to leave will be the build team, the techs, and their families, so they’ll be there to set up the rest of Charleston for the others.  The only major issues we’re going to have is getting the livestock to Charleston overnight so they’re not seen moved and the heavy equipment.  And then there’s the exomech,” he added grimly.  “It presents a rather tricky problem.  We can’t leave it here, but we can’t take it out of its box either with those cameras overhead.  They’ll take one look at that thing and immediately come after us.  Odds are, we’re going to have to take it apart and move it in pieces to Charleston, then either put it back together or destroy it when we get it there.  But it can’t stay here.”


Kate sat down on the couch beside him and her hand brushed lightly against his wrist.  In that touch was a stern, almost adamant declaration to him, shared through her touch, that under no circumstances could he destroy the exomech, that he needed it if he was going to do what he intended to do.


“Well, that sounds like a pretty solid idea,” Paul said.  “We’ll need to set up a timetable for people leaving, and go through our supplies and draw up a schedule for what moves to Charleston and when.”


“Wait, if the blueskins see us leaving, won’t they come down and find out what’s going on?” Julianne asked.

“If we made a big stink about packing everything and then scattering all at once, probably,” Jason told her.  “I’m not talking about that.  I’m talking about them seeing just a small group leave, then another a while later, then another, making it just look like people are leaving the community.  Now, when it comes time for the rest of the community to leave, that’s when we do it secretly,” he said.  “When we take apart the power grid and pack up the big equipment we depend on, yeah, that’s when we just vanish.”


“No, that’d look suspicious,” Paul said.  “What if we gave them a reason for them to see us leave when we get to that point?”


“What are you talking about?”


“Well, they’ll see people here, and lights, and then—“ he snapped his fingers—“poof, they vanish.  That’s going to attract attention.  Instead, let’s give them a reason as to why everyone vanished.  After all, it’d be pretty obvious why everyone’s gone if, say, the town burns to the ground.”


Jason’s eyes lit up.  “Paul, that’s devious!” Jason said in appreciation.  “Hell, that’d work!  When we’re ready to move the rest of the community in the final push, we pack everything up and send them on, then we burn the town.  It’ll also hide any evidence that we missed to help conceal where we went.”

“And our walls and the security perimeter will keep the fire from spreading to the woods,” Regina noted.


“I think Paul has a good idea,” Clem nodded.  “A fire would explain to the blueskins everything they’d need to know to keep them from swarming us, and it’s a perfect excuse for them not to find anyone here when they invade the frontier.”

They continued to hash things out, even over dinner as Ruth and Mary cooked dinner for everyone and served it to them in the living room.  The circle of debaters increased as Luke and Steve were brought in to help go over what would be needed to both install the security measures in Charleston and to move the equipment from Chesapeake, and then about what would have to be done to bring the electric grid down and moved out before the fire that would burn the town down and cover their tracks.  Paul’s idea was both simple and effective.  By setting fire to the town, it did indeed provide the Faey with reasonable justification as to why the residents left, and also helped conceal what they really did.  They’d be able to relocate everyone without as much worry that the Faey would find their disappearing to be overly suspicious and come down to investigate prematurely.

After some debate, a plan was reached.  The build team and the techs would leave first in small groups during the day, then turn and go to Charleston after dark.  There, they would labor to build the projector platforms and the security system.  Jason would remain in Chesapeake, helping prepare the town for moving during the day while he ferried equipment from the warehouse at night, in his skimmer.  Once the projectors were installed and operational, the rest of the community would then initiate Paul’s plan.  In the mid-afternoon, a fire would begin in the building that housed the generators for the power grid, and then an explosion would spread that fire through the town quickly.  From there, as some presumably sought to fight the fire for the benefit of the cameras overhead, everyone else left would seemingly grab whatever they could and flee as the fire burned out of control and began to spread.  Those people fleeing would be fleeing in vehicles that would be pre-packed with all their supplies.  The Faey that might look down would see the vehicles scattering in all directions, but once the sun went down, they would not see them all turn and head for Charleston.

Jason looked to Kate briefly, and she touched the back of his hand and imparted to him her agreement that the plan had merit.


“Okay, that’s what we’re going to do then?” Jason asked.  When everyone agreed, he slapped his hands on his knees.  “Alright then, we have a lot to do and not much time.  I’ll have the projectors and the supplies we’ll need for it moved to the warehouse tonight, and the techs will start getting ready to move.  We have to hold a town meeting tomorrow to warn everyone of what’s going on.  Clem, I think we all agree that you’re best suited for being our quartermaster for this move,” he announced.  “You know more about what we have in the community, so I think it’s best to put you in charge of organizing it and handling moving it.”  The others agreed.  “Luke.”


“Yessir?”


“We need everything you can get moving that you can manage in two weeks.”


“Yes sir, I’ve already got a list in mind,” he nodded.  “I can have quite a few trucks and cars up and going by the time we’ll need them.  I’ll let the other mechanics take care of it, because I think you’ll need me in Charleston.”


“Good.  Mary, how many trips will it take to move all the stored food?”


“I’m not sure, Jason,” she answered.  “We have quite a bit, what with them dropping that food shipment and all.  I’d have to look at the inventory book.”


“That’s good, just let Clem, Luke, and me know sometime tomorrow, okay?”


“I’ll have it by tomorrow morning hon, I promise.”


“Just sometime tomorrow should work, Mary.  No reason to lose sleep over it.”


“Honey, we’re all gonna be losing a lot of sleep,” she told him.”


“True, so get your sleep tonight.  All of you,” he told them.  “Now then, I have some things to arrange, so if you’ll excuse me.  Clem, you take over.  I have to get those projectors shipped and buy the other things we’ll need for it.”

“Need any help?” Steve asked.


He shook his head.  “It’s nothing but issuing orders on Civnet.”


They broke up and went about their assignments, and Jason retreated to his room and his panel.  He spent hours poring through Civnet for the supplies he’d need for the projectors after issuing the order to move the projectors to the warehouse, and paying extra to have them shipped within 4 hours of sending the order.  He ordered the materials he’d need for the projector system, the emitter system to defeat sensors, and all the extra materials that would be needed for it.  He opted for shortrange hyperthreaded transmitters for the control system rather than hard cabling, finding some effective tightbeam directional units at a major distributor’s sale site.  They used the same technology as his untraceable panel, a tightbeam link between units that could only be detected if a sensor array literally got between them.  He bought some old fashioned camo netting to hide the platforms once they were built, and he also decided to err on the side of caution…with the threat of an attack, it was finally time to bow to necessity and get his hands on some real weapons.


By the time he was done, he only had C238.755 in his account, but he had all the materials he’d need for the projectors, and he also had 10 CM-104 MPAC rifles.  The rifles were old models, almost obsolete and ineffective against modern Faey armor…but they wouldn’t be used against modern Faey armor if they ever had to be used.  Those rifles would still be effective against the obsolete armor that they were using here on Earth.  He found them for sale as a bundle from Dewinne Arms, the manufacturer of the rifles for almost a tenth of what they might have sold for were they new, buying them for C250 each.  Between those rifles, the three railguns that were operational, and the hunting rifles he’d brought, the community would at least have some means of fighting back should they be attacked.

After ordering the rifles sent to the warehouse, he leaned back in his chair and rubbed his temples, still going over it all in his mind.  God, this was going to be ugly.  Moving the community wasn’t going to be easy, and he had some long, long days ahead of him as he and the build team labored to construct the platforms for the projectors and then get them installed.  He figured they could build two platforms and install two projectors a day, if they worked 18 hours a day.  But before a single platform could be built, the inverse phase emitter system had to be installed in Charleston to mask the equipment they’d be using from sensors.  That would take four hours of work to set up, and they already had a site picked out for it…the tarnished dome of what used to be the West Virginia Capitol building.  In fact, that’s where most of their community systems were going to be installed, reviving the building in its old role as a center of government and activity.  Once that was done, they’d use the replicators to fabricate some titanium platforms—he needed to get someone to draw up some plans for that so they knew what to have the replicator make—and strive to make it as easy to build as possible.  They also needed to erect the platforms without disturbing the forest around them until the system was online, clearing out only those branches and trees that would cover the projector lenses at a distance of six shakra, or about eight feet.  The projectors would have no trouble projecting around obstacles that got into the field beam so long as they were no closer than eight feet from the lens.  Once he projectors were up and running, then they could go back and clear out all the trees around the platforms to prevent a falling tree from landing on a projector and disrupting the entire system.  He also needed to make sure to have Steve write a program for the control system that would link the holographic system with a camera that would take pictures of the area under the hologram, but filter out everything that was changed, for when spring came and the trees got their leaves.  It would look awfully strange for there to be a large swath of bare trees standing in the middle of a blanket of green.

And once he had more money, he’d buy another complete projector system and install it beside the current one as an emergency backup in case a projector went down or had to be taken down for maintenance.  What they were putting up now was a bare-bone, seat-of-the-pants emergency measure so they could move everyone to safety before the Faey invaded the Frontier.


Once he got the last order sent and got confirmation that the order would be shipped to the warehouse in New Myrthan, he had Luke pick someone to draw up the blueprint for the platforms so they could start replicating the pieces.  He grabbed something to eat, then after debating sleep, he instead went down into the basement and looked at where they’d gotten in assembling railguns.  He saw ten of them in various stages of assembly, and feeling the need to do something, he sat down and started working on the one closest to completion.  Steve had had them building the weapons in modular pieces, then it was just a matter of assembling those completed pieces.  Kate came down the stairs and gave him a serious look, something she wouldn’t do if they were in company, then sat down in the chair by the desk.  “You should sleep,” she told him in French.

“I can’t,” he sighed, answering in French, sliding a wrapped barrel into place in the side of a completed weapon housing, and expertly connecting the datalines and power lines to it.  “I just got finished getting everything we need shipped to the warehouse.  It should be there by morning.  I can start bringing it in tomorrow night.”


“I’m going to be going with you on those flights,” she told him.  “I do know how to fly a skimmer.  I can fly while you take a nap.”


“It’s a fifteen minute flight to Charleston from New Myrthan, Kate.”


“I know, but you’re gonna need some rest somewhere, Jayce.  You can’t stay awake for the next five weeks.”


He chuckled ruefully.  “I’ll bet that a skimmer isn’t the only thing you can fly,” he noted.


She grinned.  “If it moves, I know how to make it go,” she announced confidently.  “All part of my training.  I have to be able to fly or drive nearly anything.”  She waved her hand absently.  “Most Faey equipment is all the same anyway.  If you can fly a skimmer, you could fly a fighter, no problem.  It has the same controls.  But you wouldn’t be able to fly a hovertank or an exomech.  Faey have an odd lack of imagination when it comes to some things.  When they find something that works, they won’t change it, even if it’s not entirely practical anymore.  I find it strange that one of the most technologically advanced races in the galaxy can’t think up a better cockpit layout for a Dragonfly, given they’ve used the same layout for like three hundred years.”

“That doesn’t sound like a lack of creativity, it sounds like continuity,” he told her.  “Improve the machine, but make the machine feel the same.”


“Yeah, but when the new technology makes the design inefficient, wouldn’t it make sense to upgrade?”


He chuckled.


“I’m serious.  The Dragonfly has way more controls than a Falcon, but it has the same cockpit layout.  Instead of redesigning the cockpit configuration, they just made the existing configuration smaller with smaller buttons and screens and stuck the new controls and instruments in mish-mash in the open spaces,” she told him.  Gods help them when they roll the new Raptor fighter out next year.  It’s even more complex than a Dragonfly.”


“That is a bit silly,” he said.  “I take it the same manufacturer makes both the Falcon and the Dragonfly?”


She nodded.  “Merrane Macrotechnology, but everyone just calls it ‘Two M’,” she told him.  “It’s the leading arms corp.”


“Merrane?  Isn’t that—“



“The Imperial house?  Yeah,” she answered.  “It isn’t a stretch to think that the Imperial house makes sure its own arms corporation is the front runner, Jayce.  Empress Dahnai always makes sure that her own house arms corp wins the contracts for things that come out of R&D and Black Ops.  There’s some competition for sure, mainly from specialty corps, like Dewinne Arms.  Dewinne focuses on small arms, and Zargax Protection Systems specializes in personal armor.”

“I’ve bought from them,” Jason realized.  “Symone’s armor was made by them.  I think my own armor was too.”


She nodded.  “It’s not a surprise.  ZPS is the leader when it comes to personal armor technology.  Odds are, Kumi would only get the best, and that means ZPS.  They even keep a large stock of pre-made armor systems that they can size quickly to a buyer.  They can send out a suit of sized armor in six hours.”


“That’s exactly what they did for me and Symone,” Jason nodded, turning the unit in his lap and installing the PPG with practiced efficiency.


“So, that’s the inside of a railgun,” Kate said, looking down at it.  “Nice design.”


“Thank you,” he said, connecting the datalines from the control module to the PPG.  “I didn’t realize that Steve and the others had gotten so much done down here.  But then again, they’re not very complicated units, it just takes time to wrap the barrels properly and assemble the barrel charging unit, since it has so many components that have to be put on a board.  Once you get that done, it takes two hours to put the rest of it together, it’s all nothing but pre-made pieces.  Nothing outside of the barrel is unique inside, it’s all just off-the-shelf stuff.”  He pointed down into the unit.  “This is the control module here behind the backglass, and here’s the PPG.  The clip fits here, and feeds up into the barrel unit here,” he pointed.  “This is the barrel charging unit here under the barrel, and this empty area here is where the smartgun system will go when I get it in the housing.  This open space right here in the stock is where the recoil suppression system goes.  Without that, this thing would rip your arm off if you tried to shoot it.”

“That doesn’t seem like enough suppression.”


“Sure it is.  It uses a spatial compression system to absorb the recoil.  The unit disperses the recoil energy into an area of stretched space, something like how a PPG encloses a fusion cell.  They’re stock recoil absorbers they use in construction equipment and vehicles, right off the shelf, Kate.  They’re nothing special.”


“Clever way to utilize them, though.  What does it use for ammo?”


“Laminated titanium coated rounds of iron,” he answered.  “We can use the replicator for that.  I thought you already knew that from, you know.”  He held his hand out towards her meaningfully.


“We can’t remember everything,” she reminded him.


“Oh yeah, Mi—er, she told me.  Anyway, the drawback to this system is having to carry around ammo, since it’s not an energy weapon, but from all the simulations we’ve done, this weapon will penetrate the armor Faey use here on Earth.  I’m not sure how it would fare against modern armor, but the old surplus junk they use here is no defense against this.”  He patted the weapon in his lap.

“How fast is the projectile speed?” she asked.


“Around 14,000 miles an hour,” he answered.  “I could probably make it faster by redesigning the barrel array, but I really don’t have the time to mess with it right now.”


“Wow, nice,” she chuckled.  “With that much kinetic energy, I think even Neutronium personal body armor would be hard pressed to hold up against it for long.  It would depend on how thick the Neutronium armor is where the round hits as to wether it penetrates or not.”

“You think so?  From what we did on the simulators, the slug would punch through Neutronium too.”


She nodded.  “There’s a difference between industrial Neutronium and military grade Neutronium.  And I promise you that you won’t find the specs for military Neutronium anywhere on Civnet.  I’m sure you ran those sims using the specs on Neutronium that you could find on Civnet?”


He nodded.


“Then there ya go,” she hummed, holding up a completed barrel array she picked up from the table.  “I’m sure it’d put a hell of a dent in the armor, and knock the wearer down for sure, but it’d only punch through if you hit them in an area of thin plating, like in a joint.  Not even top-grade armor would be ready to absorb that much kinetic energy without it doing something.  The inertial dampers and the stabilization systems in the armor couldn’t totally absorb that much energy.”


“Well, that might be enough, you never know,” he said.  “I don’t really much like the idea of using these things to kill people.”


“I know, but you better think about it,” she told him seriously.  “In what you plan to do, you will be shooting at people, because they’ll be shooting at you.  You’re not going to push Trillane off Earth with words, Jayce.”


“I know,” he sighed.  “But I won’t like having to do it.”


“Just don’t lose that feeling, Jason,” she told him seriously.  “Oh, I guess I should tell you about what I came down here to tell you.”


“What?”


“I think I found a good place to set up after we leave,” she told him.  She motioned for him to follow, and he put down the railgun in his lap and went with her back to his room.  She sat down in front of his panel and expertly brought up a series of images on the screen.  “This place,” she said, pointing to a large, nondescript mountain, its top covered in snow.  “It was called NORAD I think, I’m still a bit rusty reading English.”


“Cheyenne Mountain?” Jason said in surprise, looking at the picture, an old file photo from Associated Press, according to the little text tag in the bottom right corner of the photo.  The photo was taken before the subjugation.


“Yeah, that’s one of the names,” she nodded.  “According to this old archive, it was a hardened military facility used by your people before the Faey took over.  Well, the Faey don’t use it.  They have all their military operations based in Washington, and they don’t need a fortress like this.  And look at it, Jayce.  It’s exactly what we’re going to need.  It’s an underground facility surrounded by fortifications and shielding, and according to some of the pictures I saw, it has some openings big enough to get the skimmer through.  It’s located on the eastern edge of the Rocky Mountain Conservatory, another nature preserve like this one, so it’s out away from organized Faey holdings.”


“But the Faey must know about it.”


“Jason, sweetie, just because they know it’s there, that doesn’t mean that they know we’re in it,” she told him pointedly.  “As long as we never give them reason to look there, they’ll never think to check it.  Not when there are so many places for us to hide, and you’ve already demonstrated an ability to hide literally in plain sight.  They won’t be able to leave any stone unturned.  In this respect, that reputation of yours will really work in our favor.  Even though this mountain is a logical place to look for a small resistance cell, your reputation for ingenuity won’t let them just assume that you’re where they’d think to look for you.”

“But they could find us there.”


“They could find us anywhere,” she replied evenly.  “But if we take some precautions, they won’t look very hard when they look here,” she said, pointing at the picture.  “According to this, the mountain’s hollowed out somewhat.  It has room inside, and it has so much mass that it’ll mask our PPGs and matter signatures naturally, with only a little bit of extra work.  This opening here is big enough to fit your skimmer,” she said after changing to another picture, showing one of its entrances.  “It has enough protection so we can set up, but I’m not all that sure about water and other living resources.  I’m sure we could work something up for that, though.”

“Well, it does look good, but it still worries me that the Faey know it’s there.”


“It’s up to you, Jayce,” she told him.  “But there’s not going be any absolutely safe place for us.  I can just show you this and suggest, that’s all.  But if you want my professional opinion,” she said, using the Kimdori word for professional, “then this is one of the best options for us.  It’s an underground facility that’s virtually pre-ordered and waiting for us to move in, and it has a large enough opening to hold your skimmer, and whatever other vehicles we pick up.  It was hardened to make it survive an old-style nuclear explosion, and though that means nothing against Faey weaponry, that hardening will help shield our energy signatures and help mask our activities.  It’s located in a nature preserve, so we don’t have to worry about proximity.”  She brushed her blond hair from her face absently, then looked back at the screen.  “I might find something better later, but for now, this is the best I’ve found.  Something for you to think about in the coming days when you’re working your ass off.”

He scowled at her michievous look.  “You’re gonna be working right along with me.”


“My people don’t sleep because we have to, Jason,” she grinned.  “I can sleep if I want, but I can go without.  Remember, I just look like this.  Everything else is still the same,” she told him, tapping her temple meaningfully.  “I sleep at night just to keep from being bored.  In reality, I only need about a half an hour’s sleep a day.”


“Woman, in about a week, I am going to despise you,” he told her.


“I’ll make sure to be crushed,” she said impishly, then she laughed when he sat down, took off his shoe, and threw it at her.


“Bad dog,” he chided.


She broke into gales of laughter.  “Just don’t roll up the newspaper!” she cried in mock fear, putting her hands out defensively in front of her.


“I’ll save that for when you pee on the carpet.”


She took one look at his sober, serious expression, then literally fell out of her chair in helpless peals of laughter.
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Charleston, West Virginia (Native designation),Orala Nature Preserve, American Sector


Two things had become apparent in the three weeks since they started getting ready to move.

First, they knew now that they had been right in calling for this move.  Faey activity had increased all over the Frontier, mainly in the shape of dropships equipped with sensor pods which had been roaming over the forest.  Outside the preserve, however, it was very apparent in New Myrthan and other border towns that the military was preparing itself for an operation.  Jason saw it the last night he had dared travel to the warehouse to pick up the last of the equipment that had been sent there some two weeks ago.  In just the one week between him renting the warehouse and his final visit, Trillane house troops had been deployed to New Myrthan and, what was most disconcerting to him, a containment area had been built on the northwestern edge of town, taking over farmland to do so.  It was an enclosed encampment with five large buildings, and it was obvious that it was meant to hold people, not equipment.  Jason had rather grimly concluded that Trillane was going to capture every person they could find in the Frontier in that sweep,  bring them out under the premise of questioning them, and then he had no doubt that those undocumented, untraceable people were going to disappear.  Officially, returned to the preserve to continue their lives as squatters, but secretly spirited off the planet and sold into slavery.


The second thing that had become apparent was that Jason’s expectation to have the projection system up and running in two weeks had been unrealistic.  The plan to build two platforms a day had been realistic, but the snarls came in the operation and control of the projectors.  They had had all 28 projectors installed in 16 days after taking a two day break because of heavy snow, but they had serious problems getting the projectors to seamlessly line up their sectors of the overall image.  The problem was a combination of software and physics, requiring Steve’s TEL programming expertise and a little old fashioned calculus.

But now, three weeks after starting, the projectors were up, they were running, and they were operating as intended.  The nature of the hologram was that it was one-directional; it could only be seen from above.  From the ground, the hologram itself was invisible, but there was a distinct shimmering of the air overhead that was caused by the holographic projectors exciting the air molecules upon which the hologram was built.  The problem had been both the projectors not syncing with each other, which was what Steve had corrected, and a few holes in the image, which had been errors in installation that Jason had had to fix.  It had required him to recheck his trigonometry and calculus, which he had used to mathematically work out just where the projectors should be and at what angle they should be projecting its image.  His caluculations had had a very slight margin of error in them, and it turned out that the margin was too large for two of the projectors, which had been installed on very steep hillsides.  But, after moving the platforms about ten inches each, the borders were meeting and the program that Steve wrote was making sure that there was no overlap.

The other aspects of the plan were actually ahead of schedule.  About sixty people from the community were now in Charleston, and more supplies and equipment than projected were now up in the city.  Clem and Mary had a detailed inventory of everything, right down to the smallest candle, and they had been moving it up steadily and carefully.  Luke had managed to get two semis up and running, and it had been a simple matter to get trailors for them and use them to ferry cargo to Charleston.  Both had once been owned by Southern Shipping, and after they found one sitting in Charleston only three blocks from the Capitol building, Clem, Paul, and Juli came up with a very clever idea; paint the trucks the same as the one sitting in Charleston and park it in the same place, so it looked like it was supposed to be there.  From the way it looked from space, the trucks never moved, never looked out of place, because in a way, they never were.  When a shipment moved to Charleston, the truck parked in the exact spot where the old one was, and they took great pains to make both trucks exactly resemble the one they selected to replace.  It was only done at night once every four or five days; a truck went up as the one parked in that spot was driven back down to Chesapeake, was parked in the same place, and then unloaded into a nearby warehouse.  Between those shipments and what Jason brought up in the skimmer, Clem was on a pace to completely evacuate Chesapeake of its supplies within two weeks on the current schedule, leaving only those things that had to remain until the last minute.  It could be done in two days if they abandoned stealth; one day to take everything apart and pack it, one day to move it.

Move day was already on the schedule, since they’d gotten the projectors operational five days ago.  Now that the hologram was masking ground activity, they could move around in the open instead of staying off the street and out of sight during daylight hours, and moving around using night vision goggles during the night.  Jason had only had a few pairs of them, part of the parcels of supplies he’d gotten from Kumi, but a royalty payment and an express ship to the warehouse had provided one hundred pairs of them, more than enough for the build team to do their work at night and with no light sources.


God, that had been cold and unpleasant work.  Those night vision goggles were very effective, but they tended to give everyone headaches when worn for extended periods of time, and they produced a slightly grainy image that made working in minute detail very straining on the eyes.  They did it all without light and without heat, and it was a very uncomfortable work environment, even from a cold-climate downeaster like him.  He was glad that it was over, that they could now work with external lights and with portable heaters on site as they had finished up the installation by going back and clearing all trees and potential obstacles from around the platforms.

They’d moved on to other projects.  The techs had hijacked Luke and some of the other members of the build team to work on the power cables, isolating the section of the city where they intended to live and getting it ready.  It really wasn’t that hard to do since the power system was divided into grids with only one line connecting them back to the power generators, so it was a simple matter of cutting that one line, then going through and inspecting the existing cables to make sure they were still functional while a repair team fixed those sections of line that were bad.  The airbike worked wonders for that, with Tim and Steve taking turns using it to inspect lines as someone back in the capitol building marked their progress on a map of the power grid.  The power would be ready to be turned on in just a couple of days, at least the grid that held the capitol building, but that included about nine city blocks, more than enough temporary housing for the community until they got power on in the grid to the west, where all the residential housing was, and where they were planning to settle everyone.


Jason, like the other techs and builders, had permanently moved out of Chesapeake.  Everything he owned was now in what used to be the Governor’s Mansion back before the subjugation, which was actually just across the street from the capitol building.  Just like the White House used to be, the mansion once served the governor of the state as both residence and office, where state business was conducted in  offices on the ground floor while the governor’s family lived on the second and third floors.  Everyone that worked in Charleston now lived here, as well as their families.

And Kiaari certainly hadn’t been idle.  The first thing Kate did was manipulate her way into being included in the build team as a laborer, then she convinced Tim to teach her how to run the computer so he could be freed up to do other things, and then she finally overcame her shyness concerning Jason and kissed him, on the lips, in public, three days ago.  She looked about ready to die of mortification when she realized someone had seen her, and it made Jason work very hard to try not to laugh and spoil her little moment of moving along the gossip and supposition that Jason and Kate were becoming an item.  It all culminated yesterday, when Kate visited Jason on the third floor of the mansion, which was basicly considered his private residence…and she didn’t come back down until the next morning.  She tried to hide the fact, most certainly, but in a community as small as theirs such things were always noticed.


And by yesterday evening, Kate’s two suitcases and four boxes of personal possessions were stacked neatly in the living room of Jason’s apartment.


In the scope of things, actually Kiaari was just tired of using skullduggery to catch private time with him to talk about things.  She didn’t want to deviate from her schedule of seeming seduction to take up residence in his house, but she’d found out the hard way that catching Jason alone was not easy.  So, instead of continuing to wait until she had a chance to talk to him alone, she decided to step up her plan and have Kate take more direct action.  Kate was officially Jason’s girlfriend, even living with him, so now she had ample time to talk about anything important.

The first night sleeping with Kiaari had been surprisingly easy.  She made him as comfortable as possible, and since he did like her quite a bit, it was like having a roommate…just one sleeping in his bed.  At first he thought he might have trouble sleeping with someone else in the bed with him, but he found the sound of her breathing to be quite mellowing and relaxing, and the few fleeting worries he had had over either of them possibly taking it the wrong way had been completely unfounded.  After she climbed into bed wearing flannel pajamas, she put a hand on his neck, and that touch and the communication it allowed settled any reservations about it.  Neither of them had a single of those kinds of thoughts, period, and the touch had conveyed that fact between them.  After that, it was just like having a roommate outside of the fact that they shared a bed, something like when he was back at the University of Michigan in his first year, rooming with the strong safety, Darrel Washington.

There were a few differences, however.  For one, Darrel hadn’t been a girl, and walking in while Darrel was dressing wasn’t quite the same as it was when Jason walked in on Kate after taking a shower.  But despite seeing her naked, there still was nothing there.  Sure, she was a very, very attractive woman, built on Meya’s body frame, and Meya was built.  But aside from that moment of appreciation for the perfection of her curves, there was just nothing else there.  In an odd way, he felt he was looking at Meya naked, not Kiaari.  After all, it was Meya’s body he was looking at.

That had been the first decent night’s sleep Jason had had since starting the projector project.  It had been absolutely vital to get that done so they could get the city ready for the move, and now that that was done, there wasn’t that same feeling of dreadful urgency and that sense of vulnerability.  They were still working very hard to get services up and running, but it didn’t have that same strange feeling that the Faey could swoop in and attack them at any moment that he’d felt when they were installing the projectors.

While the others worked on the power, Jason had been installing sensors and cameras through the city, working on the security plan that Miaari had drawn up.  He’d finished that and then moved on to working with Tom Jackson on the water problem.  Tom had been a civil engineer in the Army Corps of Engineers, and he had experience digging up and replacing water pipes and reading engineering layouts and plans.  He and Tom had been working out how to isolate the water system and sewer system in the living areas from the rest of the city and get them working again.  He and Tom were sitting in what was once the office of the Speaker of the House for the state congress, an office that had been usurped by the build team and had become the headquarters for the rebuilding effort, where they kept all their records and where they had gathered all their maps, notes, manuals, and other necessary materials to find, repair, maintain, and document the restoration and maintenance of utilities.  Power, water, and the cable television systems would have detailed logs of maintenance and installation so they always knew what had and had not been done, and allow them to lock in on problem areas that failed repeatedly.

“No, look here,” Tom said, pointing at an area on the map that detailed the location of water and sewage in the area.  “We need to check this main right here, and block off this one, this one, and these two.  That should isolate the area here around the capitol.  I looked through the sewers, and aside from a hell of a lot of rats and one hibernating bear down near the main outlet, it’s in good shape.”

“That must have been unpleasant.”


“It’s why I earn the big bucks,” he said dryly, which made Jason laugh.  “These are the shutoff valves for the mains at these junctions,” he said with two fast stabs on the pipe map.  “We can shut those off, then we need to inspect the main.  Usually they’d just turn on the water and look for leaks, but right before the subjugation they were starting to use crawlers, little remote vehicles with cameras on ‘em, to check the pipes for blockage or cracks before turning on the water.  They also had crawlers that would clean the pipes.  I doubt there’d be any damage, but after years with no water in ‘em, there’s a good chance there’s blockage.  So I think we’d best check the pipes first.”

“I could probably rig up an RC car with a minicam on it,” Jason mused.


“Yah, but we’re pressed for time here.  I suggest we just flood the main with water, but not under pressure.  If we get flow from the other end, the pipe’s not blocked.   If we don’t, we just find where the block is and clear it.”

“Sounds reasonable,” Jason agreed.  “As long as it’s not under pressure, we won’t get any geysers.”


“Yah, don’t think we wanna see one of those,” Tom chuckled.  “We can do the same for the sewers to pinpoint blocks, and we’re gonna find some of those.  The big pipes won’t be too bad, but the smaller ones have had two years to develop new life forms.  Some of them are gonna be bad.”

“Well, we could flush the pipes with something to dissolve away anything that’s not what the pipes are made of.  Kinda like industrial strength Liquid Plumber or something.”


“Masonry mainly,” he said.  “Ceramic, cement for the bigger ones.  You’d be talking about a ton of Liquid Plumber, Jayce,” he chuckled.  “We’d be better just rooting them out.  There’s a Roto Rooter place down on MacCorkle.  We can raid it for their rooting equipment and just clear them out, but we need the water going before we can clear the sewer pipes.”  He looked up at Jason a moment.  “Can I ask a question that might be a little personal?”

“Sure.”


“What’s it like?  Being, you know.”


Jason chuckled.  “It’s very different,” he answered.  “All things considered, I’m glad that I have talent.”


“Must be weird, listening to everyone think.”


“Well, I don’t do that,” he told Tom as they moved the map a little.  “Right now I’m keeping it muted. I know what it’s like to have my privacy invaded, so I don’t do that to other people.”


“Well, what’s so good about it if you never use it?”


“Oh, I use it, but really just to jabber at Symone,” he chuckled.  “That’s one of the things I like about it.  I can talk to Symone just about any time I want.  She and I are very close friends.”


“They say she’s cheating on Tim with you.”


“It’s not precisely cheating,” he said seriously.  “You have to understand Faey society.  Yes, we’ve done that a few times, but Tim knows about it.  Tim understands Faey society, so he’s not offended or jealous.  I’m not all that comfortable with it myself, but I understand Faey too.  If I don’t, I’ll seriously insult Symone, and that’s something I do not want to do.”


“What makes that okay to the Faey?”


“Jyslin is Symone’s best friend,” he answered.  “Among the Faey, a best friend will, ah, keep her friend’s boyfriend happy if she can’t be there.  Faey are very casual about the idea of sex, Tom, it goes back to their telepathy.  They don’t consider the physical act of sex to be a big deal.  To Faey, sex is in the mind, not the body.  Symone has this idea that I need a girl in my life, that if I get sexually frustrated it’ll like make me go wonky or something, so she was kinda pushing herself on me.  That’ll stop now that Kate—well, you know.”


Tom was silent a moment.  “So, Symone’s doing it because Jas-Jys-Jyslin isn’t here.”


“Just so.  I couldn’t quite convince Symone that I don’t need that kind of comforting.  But she’ll stop now that Kate’s moved in with me,” he added.

“Ah.  What does Symone think about Kate taking Jyslin’s place?”


“She was all for it.  She doesn’t see me and Kate lasting for long, because she thinks Kate just wants to feel safe, so she’s reaching out to me.  I’m not sure about that, but I do like Kate a lot.  Besides, in Faey society, it’s quite common for a man to have casual girlfriends outside his primary relationship, so Symone doesn’t see it as anything unusual.”


“Well, what about when you leave?  I don’t think Kate’s quite up to being a guerilla.  She’s not the fighting type.”


Jason chuckled.  “Yeah, that’s true enough.  I don’t know what she’ll do when I go.”


“About that, Jayce.  What exactly do you intend to do out there?”


“That’s something I haven’t entirely decided yet.  But whatever I do, it has to be very, very delicate.  I can’t piss off the Imperium and get them involved.  As long as I don’t cross the line, they won’t interfere in what will be a purely internal matter for House Trillane.”

“What would cross the line?”


“Doing so much damage that it threatens global food production,” he answered immediately.  “The Imperium depends on the food it gets from Earth, Tom.  Without it, millions will literally starve.”


“But how can you get Trillane off Earth if you can’t go after their food operation?”


“That’s the balancing act that I’m facing, Tom,” he grunted.  “Though I think it’ll also behoove me to go after Trillane’s illegal slaving operation.  If I can get proof that they’re doing it, I can take it directly to the Empress and demand that Trillane be booted from Earth.  We’ll never get rid of the Imperium, Tom.  That’d take a war, and we’d never win a war against the Imperium.  Hell, just one of their battle cruisers could wipe out all life on Earth from orbit, without sending down a single soldier.  I’m just trying to get better custodians in here, ones that will treat us like people, and not assets.”

“Sounds good to me,” Tom said with a nod.  “But that doesn’t sound like it’s going to be easy, you know, with—“

Tom stopped when the table began to vibrate under their hands in a strange manner.  Jason felt it under his feet, and then the room began to rattle in an ominous manner.”


“What the fuck?” Tom growled, looking around in confusion.  “What’s going on?”


Jason raised his head.  Symone! he sent with all the power he could muster.


I have no idea! she sent back immediately.  Tim!  Tim, what’s going on?  Are you at the sensor panel?

No, I’m over at the power station! he replied.


Jason immediately picked up the radio, but someone else beat him to it.  “Oh my GOD!” Leamon’s voice came over the radio.  “Jason, everyone, get out and look to the west!  There’s a strange light in the sky over there!”

Jason and Tom rushed out of the office through the halls of the capitol building, running towards the nearest door outside.  They burst out into the chilly air and immediately looked west, as did several other people who had rushed out of the building that was across the street.  And Leamon was right, there was an eerie reddish glow low on the horizon, almost looking like a sunset…but it was only ten in the morning.


“What the hell is that?” Tom asked.


“I have no idea,” Jason said, fear fluttering through him.  “A forest fire, maybe?”


The light began to fade, and the rumbling in the ground became more pronounced, a low-pitched throbbing under the earth that made things fall off counters and shelves and caused the lightpoles on the streets to sway slightly, and then it too began to fade.


“Maybe one of the Faey’s ships crashed over that hill,” Tom speculated.  “If it was big enough, it’d shake the ground.”


“Well, that’s a possibility,” Jason grunted, then he brought up the radio.  “I’ll go to my apartment and switch on CNN on my panel and see if they have anything about what happened.  Tom thinks a ship might have crashed.  Everyone else, let’s gather back at the office and try to figure out what’s going on.”

As he and Tom ran across the street and towards the governor’s mansion, Jason knew that any number of thigns could have caused that light and earthquake, and Tom’s thought that it was a ship crash was entirely possible.  It explained the rumbling ground as a shockwave, and they waning light, visible in his rearview mirror and now almost gone, was the fireball of the crash, the main part of it hidden behind the hills.  Given the light and the rumbling, the ship couldn’t have crashed very far away, and that meant that Faey were going to be crawling all over this area as they recovered the wreckage.  All the work they’d done was now in jeopardy, because their hologram wouldn’t protect them from Faey on the ground, or dropships flying so low that they penetrated the hologram itself.  All the work they had done could be undone by one Faey airbike or dropship that wandered too far from the crash site.


Jason rushed into the mansion and ran up the stairs two and three at a time, then charged into his apartment and slid to a stop in front of the desk that held his panel.  He brought up his media program that let him tap into satellite TV stations and changed to CNN.


“Jason, Murph over in Hurricane can’t raise Clem on the CB,” Leamon reported.  “He also said that whatever happened was west of him, and it was so big that it blew all the windows out of the buildings around town.”

Jason heard that even as he saw a picture on CNN, taken from a dropship high above the forested expanse of the Frontier.

It showed hell.


There was a massive mushroom cloud standing over a hellstorm below, as fires raged over a blasted wasteland.  The explosion had eradicated everything within a shallow, wide valley, leaving a scarred, burning debris field in its wake.  Tom ran in and looked at in, and he heard the man gasp.  The shot panned out as the reporter talked in a hurried, concerned tone.  “These shots are coming in from a cargo dropship and show what looks to be a massive explosion somewhere in the Orala nature preserve,” the reporter’s voice called over the image.  “The explosion was strong enough to register on seismic sensors in Missouri, and what you are seeing is the aftereffect.  No one knows yet what could have caused this explosion.”


“Do we have the Minister now?” another reporter asked.

“This is Minister Mayin,” a female voice called, obviously over the phone, as the aerial view of the devastation slowly rotated as the dropship circled the explosion site.


“On the phone with us is Assistant Deputy Minister Mayin Demare of the Imperial Ministry of Science,” the reporter called.  “Madame Minister, could you give us some insight as to what might have happened here?  Can you see the live feed?”


“I can,” she answered.  “From the look of it, it appears to be a fusion explosion.  It looks to me like a plasma power generator suffered a critical failure and released its fusion matter into unstretched space without ejecting the core, which created an explosion.  Judging from the power of it, it was probably created by a large power plant, like in a dropship or an airskimmer.  Are there any reports of any vehicles currently missing or having gone down?”


“We have no reports as yet on that, Madame Minister,” the reporter answered.  “But answer me this, isn’t it supposed to be impossible for a PPG to explode like this?”


“My dear, nothing is impossible,” she answered honestly.  “And a standard PPG could not explode with this much force.  This would be from a much larger power system, like the power plant of a vehicle.  If the power plant was damaged the right way, it could explode like a bomb.  It would be highly improbable, given the six separate redundant safety systems in a power plant of the scale of one that would be in a vehicle, but it is theoretically possible.  It would literally be a one in a billion chance, but from what I see before me, this is that one in a billion.  And the size and scope of this explosion means that the plasma system must have been both large and powerful, from a large airskimmer or a dropship.”


“Holy shit!” Tom gasped, pointing over Jason’s shoulder at the screen.  “That’s the Ohio river!  Jayce, that’s Chesapeake!  Oh my gawd, Chesapeake blew up!  God, oh God, there’s still people there!”


Jason looked more closely, and he realized that Tom was right.  He recognized the hills around the valley, a valley now filled with a fiery, charred landscape of debris and flames.  It was Chesapeake.  Jason saw the water of the Ohio, which had been vaporized by the blast and knocked back by the shockwave, rush in to fill the riverbed, and then expanded in a cloud of steam to start filling the crater itself, forming a new small lake.  And it was nothing but a smoking crater now.  Everything was gone.  Absolutely everything.  There was nothing left even remotely identifiable.  Everything within the shallow, wide valley had been destroyed.

Oh, God.


Jason leaned back in his chair, then leaned forward and put his head in his hands.  It was gone.  All of it.  The entire town had been blasted into dust, and there was a huge crater where the center of town had been, a crater filling with water from the river.

All of it, all their work…gone.


He had no idea what to do.  He was stunned, in shock.  He was only dimly aware that Tom had run from the room, leaving him alone.  He swam in a sea of confusion until a light hand pressed against the back of his neck, and he felt himself expand in a curious manner.  There was another consciousness in his head, taking up calm residence, sifting through his memory to understand what was causing his mental state.  That other side of the new self was shocked and mournful when the truth came to light, but was filled with a sense of resolve to not get lost in the moment.

It was Kiaari.  He felt her hand slide away, and that resolve was still in him.  Yes, something terrible had happened, but he couldn’t get lost in the moment of it.  He had to find out what happened, and what had happened to the people who had still been in Chesapeake.


“Thanks,” he told her sincerely, looking up at her.


She gave him a wan smile, then took his hand and pulled him out of the chair.  She gave him a gentle, comforting hug, then pushed him out enough to look at him with her arms still on his shoulders.  “From the look of it, the explosion was centered near your house,” she told him.  “And it was very large.  It would take something big to create that much force.”

“What do you think did it?”


“I don’t know,” she told him.  “But right now, we need to find out what happened to the others, but we can’t leave Charleston.  There’s going to be a swarm of Faey down here now to investigate the explosion, so we have to stay hidden.  We can’t do anything to attract attention and make them come up here.” 


He nodded.  “Let’s go tell everyone.”


Things were grim.


It was well after dark, and those in Charleston were sitting in rooms, watching the few televisions that they had gotten working and powered using a portable power system Jason had installed in the governor’s mansion.  The mansion and the capitol were the only buildings in town with power, the capitol to power their security systems and the offices they were using, and the mansion because it was housing the refrigerators holding their perishable food, as well as being where most of them were living right now, bedding in sleeping bags and scavenged mattresses in the rooms on the first two floors.  There was power but no heat, and the governor’s mansion had fireplaces to keep them warm, something the capitol lacked.


It was still all over the news.  The explosion had even reached INN as a headline story, because it was still a total mystery.  No one knew how it had happened, or what had caused it, but it had been confirmed that it was a fusion explosion, the ultra-rare explosive failure of a large-scale plasma power unit.  It was major news because it hadn’t happened for over sixty years, and the circumstances of this explosion made it a mystery.

There were no dropships missing.  There had not been any maydays or warnings from any private airskimmers that they were in trouble.  From the Faey viewpoint, a dropship or skimmer that did not exist had suffered an almost unheard of catastrophic failure of its plasma power plant, and had exploded in a place it was not supposed to be and devastated an unpopulated forest preserve, where Faey firefighters still worked feverishly to contain the fires that raged through the area, an effort caught on live video and broadcasted throughout the Imperium.


And for them, it was still a mystery, but not as much of one.  There were a few power plants in the town that could have detonated with enough force to destroy the town, but the main question for them was what happened, and had it been sudden and killed everyone, or had the residents had enough warning to run.  There had been no word from anyone that was still at Chesapeake, and what was worse to Jason, Temika and Steve were also missing.  They were not in Charleston.  Jason was dreadfully worried that the two of them had gone back to Chesapeake and had been killed in the explosion.


And so they waited, and watched, and worried.  Jason sat on a couch with Kate on one side and Symone on the other, holding both their hands as Tim sat on the other side of Symone and held her other, watching a large television they had scavenged from the media center downstairs and had hung on the wall.  They were all connected to his panel, as it served as a video feed for all the TVs in the house, all of them merely displaying the feed the panel was supplying.  The news just went over and over and over what was already known, showed new footage of the fires, and had even showed a space-based view of the explosion as a brilliant orange flare in the carpet of green.


But there was no word.  The CB network was alive with chatter of the event, but had no news of those who had been in Chesapeake.  They were all afraid now, because there would be a large Faey presence in the forest and would hamper their activities as they hid from them.


All they could do was wait.


He squeezed Kate’s hand, and she leaned her head against his shoulder as Symone kept a tight grip on his hand as she kept close to Tim, and they watched in desperate worry.


A call over the radio almost shocked all four of them off the couch.  “Jayce!  Jayce, Temika is coming in on her Harley!” Leamon Lacy called in wild elation.  “Holy shit, she’s burned!  She’s—She’s got Doc Northwood with her!”

They all jumped up and charged downstairs and then out the side entrance, where the airbike was landing on the lawn in an erratic manner.  Temika and Doc were on board, and both of them were obviously burned.  Some of Temika’s wild hair had been burned away on her left side, and she was cradling a charred left arm.  Doc Northwood’s back was bare in the frigid night air, and the skin was blackened and seemed to glisten in the light of the outdoor lamps.


Ten people charged the motorcycle even before it came to a stop, and strong hands pulled the two from the back of the machine, carrying them quickly towards the house as Symone shouted for someone to bring the first aid kit.  Temika’s face was twisted with pain, and Northwood was unconscious.  The bike itself was scorched and badly damaged, smoke pouring from its engine housing and the back wheel flat and partially melted.  That Temika had got that thing here was a miracle as far as Jason was concerned.


“Mika!” Symone cried out fearfully.  “Mika honey, what happened!”


Temika opened her eyes as they carried her into the mansion.  “It was the Faey,” she said weakly.  “They surprised us, Jayce, just after me and Steve got back to town.  They wasn’t trying to capture nobody, Jayce, they charged in with guns blazin’.  They was killin’ everyone.  Steve got shot and lost his arm, and Ah tried to run to him as he crawled towards the garage, he told me to get away.  Jayce, Jayce, I saw it in his thoughts, what he was gonna do, so Ah ran like hell.  Ah grabbed up Doc and got on mah bike, and me and Doc almost didn’t get away, we caught the tail end of the blast.  He blew up Chesapeake.  He blew up the exomech’s power plant.  He killed everyone to keep them from finding Charleston.  Our people, the soldiers, everyone.”


Jason’s hands trembled.  Steve would know how to circumvent the safety protocols in the exomech’s power system, which would turn it into a bomb.  And the exomech’s power plant worked, that was established.


“Jason, Ah saw a soldier shoot Mary in the back, and her whole body just blew apart in front of me,” she said with a sob.  “And they was even shootin’ at the children!”


“Hush now,” Symone told her in a calming voice.  “It’s over, and you’re safe, and we’ll take care of you.  Get her to a bed, and where’s that first aid kit!” Symone barked harshly.


They carried the two of them to the nearest bedroom and laid them down gently as Symone took over getting them out of their charred clothing and tend to their bad burns, and Jason could only stand there and watch and feel the terrible weight of it crash over him.  Everyone that had been in Chesapeake was dead.  Clem, Ruthie, Mary, Irwin and Paul, Juli, Reggie…they were all dead.  Luke would be devastated.  He was the only one here, the rest of his family had stayed behind to get everything ready, including his daughter.


One hundred and fifty nine.  That was how many were in Chesapeake.  One hundred and fifty nine people, people he knew, people he had sworn to help protect…they were all dead.


“Oh, God,” Leamon said in a low, shocked voice.


“Amen,” Tom Jackson agreed.
