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Chapter 1
Vathion clicked his keyboard for the next personnel file, reviewing the facts his, or actually, Natan’s people had managed to dig up about his new employees. He had done this kind of thing in Battle Fleet. Natan had made sure that all aspects of commanding were properly represented in his game. However, Vathion had never had to hire quite so many at once, and never wanted to again. The battle had been two weeks ago, but he was still cleaning up the mess. Most of his ships had been severely damaged, it was only luck that some had not been completely destroyed.
He shoved a hand through his hair. He had taken a shower a while ago, but the confinement to his office and forgetting to put deodorant on had negated his efforts to remain cleanly. The good part was that no one was likely to need him anytime soon, given that the entire fleet was docked at Marak. Huran, Clemmis, and Piro were out patrolling the area. No other incidents had occurred.
Vathion still couldn't even say for sure whether betrayal had been Gatas’s intention or not, and without solid evidence, he couldn't fire Gatas or send him to trial as a traitor without instigating a mutiny amongst his bridge crew. Vathion didn't want to even contemplate the headache of having to hire a completely new bridge crew.
He sighed and scrolled onwards, searching through the file for any tags that might say who this woman worked for on the side.
As expected, this pilot was owned by someone too. The ratio of spies was a lot higher than usual. ‘Probably because no one trusts me. I thought my life was lonely before.’ At least his ships had been repaired swiftly and efficiently. This repair had not only reversed ninety percent of the armor and structural damages that had accumulated over the years, but had evened out the capabilities of each ship according to class. No longer was the Natan Fleet a ragtag batch.
Vathion thumped his elbow on the desk, leaning his chin in his palm. "This is going to take forever..." He sighed.
"You haven’t eaten anything today," Kiti pointed out.
"I’m not hungry." Lifting both hands this time, he rubbed his eyes.
"You’ve also been up all night."
"What are you? My mommy?" he demanded, slamming his fists on the desk. "I’m fine!"
His screen went dark.
Glowering, Vathion sat back from the screen, "Quit being juvenile, Kiti."
"I am a program. I am not capable of being juvenile." She put some harmonics into her voice.
He got to his feet, breathed once, then again. "What’s your problem? You know I’m stressed out enough as it is. Now you want to do this?"
"Vathion..." Kiti’s voice softened, "Your vitals aren’t in normal ranges. I would like you to go see I’Savon."
"I’m fine!"
"You were vomiting blood an hour ago," Kiti finally appeared on the screen in front of him, wearing the full uniform. "That’s not healthy, Vathion. Please go see I’Savon?" Her mint colored hair was pulled back on one side in a braid down in front of her shoulder, a new hairstyle; one that reminded Vathion of his mother.
Swiftly turning away, he rubbed his hand across his eyes and swallowed. 'Mom... it's only a matter of time before she dies now. Especially if she catches my scent.' Tipping his head back, he stared at the ceiling.
"Vathion?"
"I’m all alone. Dad’s dead. Mom’s dying. Jathas is dead. The only other friend I ever had was Mirith, and I - I can’t talk to her."
"Why not?"
"She’s not here. She’s with Hiba right now. I don’t want Hiba knowing everything that’s going on with me. If the public ever finds out about how much of a wreck I am... It would go just as badly as them finding out Dad’s actually dead." He glanced at her image on the screen, finding her biting her lower lip, looking away. "What’s wrong?" he asked, knowing it was bad news.
Kiti bowed her head and disappeared. Interstellar News came on.
"This is an utter disaster! We’re all going to die if this keeps up!" said the woman being interviewed. Whether she was actually qualified to comment was not obvious, but she did have opinions. "I don’t know what’s going to happen to the Empire if this little upstart continues to fool around! Look at what he’s done to the Fleet! He’s stepping all over Ha’Natan’s legacy. His hard work!"
The image changed, showing a Gilon man wearing dockworker's overalls. "He grew up in a broken home! He can’t be normal! How is he even trained at all? I’m worried about the future of the Empire and the Fleet if this kid remains in control."
"He has no idea how to design ships! Putting a third wing on a Hauler just isn't done! It's just not traditional!" someone who looked like an engineer said.
"He never seemed that smart in school," one of Vathion's old teachers said, "Well, he got good grades, but he never paid attention. Only club he was in was baton. Not really that useful a sport. Now if he had been in the engineering club or something..."
The screen blurred in his vision. He quickly wiped his eyes.
"Not only has he lied about his age, he’s lied about Ha’Natan’s death!" someone said hysterically.
The image changed to a view of what Vathion immediately recognized as Paire in the middle of a debate with Baelton's Stationmaster, obviously from his first episode of the Show. Vathion had forgotten that had been released. A highlight pointed at something just behind Paire's left shoulder, then magnified. There sat Natan’s urn, only partially hidden behind a book.
Whatever else was said, Vathion did not hear as the room spun and went black.
* * *
I’Savon’s expression was tight lipped as she stood over him, peeling his eyelid back to shine a light into it.
Vathion blinked, pulling his head free to look around, verifying that he was in one of the isolation rooms in medbay. The room smelled like antiseptic and Savon's anxiety. Looking past the railing on his bed, he caught a glimpse of one of the diagnostic screens lining the wall to his left. He shifted his arm, feeling the medibrace chafing it. A tube full of clear liquid ran from the medibrace into the wall above his head.
"How’d I get here?"
"You collapsed," I’Savon stated flatly as she finished making a note on her datapad, then folded her arms beneath her breasts. "You realize you were severely dehydrated? In addition to a multitude of other problems related to not eating and sleeping? I’m surprised you’ve even bothered to bathe given your apparent distaste for taking care of yourself."
Moving to sit up, Vathion stopped short. "What?" he looked down at the strap banded across his chest, then at Savon. "What is the meaning of this?"
"I figured you were going to try to run away as soon as you woke up. I’m not letting you out until you get some rest and that IV is finished. If you’re a good boy, I’ll untie you."
Turning his head, he looked up at the diagnostic equipment. "I’m fine."
Savon slammed the datapad onto the table beside the bed. "Like hell, Vathion! Your stubborn streak is going to kill you if I don’t do something drastic to get your attention! You have a bleeding ulcer! Your brain scans are off the charts. I don’t even know what to make of them! From what Kiti said, you had some kind of seizure. You’re not stable, you’re not healthy, and you’re a bloody liar!"
Head dropping back on the pillow, Vathion clenched his fists and breathed. "I... I have to go clean up the mess I made," he said carefully, "with the media. They’re probably working themselves into hysteria right now..."
She placed her hands on the edge of the bed beside him. "How would going out there like this make them feel any better?" I’Savon asked. "Oh, I can see it now! Middle of a dock-side interview, you suddenly double over and puke blood all over your lovely fangirls! It’d be great!"
He paled.
Leaning back, Savon sighed, shoving her hair back from her face.
Closing his eyes, Vathion held his breath a moment, then let it out, trying to regain control. It was not working very well. Something soft dabbed his cheek. He opened his eyes to find Savon perched on the edge of the bed, expression softened. "I’m sorry," she said, "Yelling at you isn’t making anything better." She brushed her hand through his hair. "Why don’t you talk to Paymeh? Holding everything in isn’t going to help..."
Clenching his teeth, Vathion breathed out hard before answering. "I don’t like Paymeh."
"Vath, just because of one mistake..."
"No! He took the only friend that knew all my secrets. And I don’t like him personally. He’s manipulative and I don’t like it."
Savon frowned again, "Maybe you should talk to the counselor then?"
"And let him know what kind of a wreck I am? What’s to stop him from telling others?"
"What’s to stop me?" Savon pointed out.
Turning his head away, Vathion clenched his fists.
"You’re not a very trusting person."
"Yeah, well, you try growing up as the unwanted son of the most famous person in the Empire. See how many people you can talk to without them either thinking you’re crazy or worshipping you when all you wanted was a friend. Natan didn't even want anyone knowing about me. I'm just a screw up and a liar." He stopped himself before he could blurt out anything more. The room was spinning again.
Savon said nothing as Vathion stewed in bitter silence.
Getting up, she picked an injection needle off the bedside table. Flicking it, she squeezed the plunger then picked up the tube to Vathion’s IV.
"What is that?" he asked, having a feeling he knew what it was.
"A mild sedative. You’re working yourself into another fit." Carefully, she inserted the point of the needle in, undisturbed by Vathion’s restrained thrashing.
"Stop it!" he shouted, "I - I order you to stop it!"
Calmly ignoring him, Savon finished administering the dose and stood. "Like I told you, you’re not getting out of here until you get some rest and that IV’s finished. I also need to monitor you in case that really was a seizure you had earlier. Even if it wasn't, it proves you’ve driven yourself beyond your limits. You’re too stubborn to rest on your own, so I’m going to ensure that you do."
Furious, Vathion kicked against the restraints, "I’ll fire you for this!"
Savon gave him a look, one brow quirked slightly. Picking up her notepad, she headed out the door. The lights dimmed.
He scowled at the ceiling, willing his body to ignore the drugs. "Mild?" Already the ceiling was wavering in his vision. He did not want to sleep. If he did, he knew he would have that dream again. The one of being trapped in his own body, watching himself do stupid things and unable to do anything about it.
Chapter 2
He sat up with a gasp, heart pounding, body cold and aching.
Savon pressed a cool hand against his forehead. "Vathion?"
Breathing heavily, he shoved his fingers through his hair, slicking it back with cold sweat. "I’m fine."
"The more you say that, the less I believe it," Savon said with a slight frown. "Either way, the Emperor is calling."
Sliding his feet to the side of the bed, he made to get up, only to have the back of his shirt grasped. "I’m not done with you," Savon said.
"I have to answer the Emperor."
"Answer him here."
Vathion glared at her, "You realize that the Empire is currently in turmoil over everything I’ve done. The Emperor is probably calling to chew me out about that. You think he’s going to like it if I answer the call from an isolation room in medbay? You know what kind of message that will send?"
Sighing, Savon released him. "Then answer it from my office." She stepped into the hall, blocking his escape out of medbay. Glowering at her, he headed to her office at the end of the hall. Taking a seat at her desk, he said, "Kiti, transfer the call in here."
Immediately the screen lit with Daharn's slightly chubby face, his long straight mint hair pulled back in a tail. Vathion was relieved to see he was in his private office, wearing regular clothes. "Vath, where have you been?" Daharn asked.
"Sorry. I was discussing what to do about the clone with I’Savon," Vathion said.
Daharn nodded. "I was calling to tell you that I’ve come to a decision about the Toudon sector. I’d like you to check it out."
Tipping his head slightly, Vathion quirked a brow. "This isn’t due to the mess I made, is it?"
"Vath, I know you’re upset, but Natan had to deal with the same thing. You’ll be all right. I endorse you. Clemmis does too."
"Clemmis?" Vathion blinked incredulously. "What’d he say?"
Daharn snorted with a hint of a smile. "That you were a necessary evil. Just go to Toudon. I’ll see what I can do... I doubt you’ll ever have it easy. Not because of anything you’ve done, but because of who you are." He paused. "What was the decision on the clone?"
"I’m going to have her destroy it," Vathion said, "There’s no reason to keep it around."
Daharn nodded. "Keep in touch. I look forward to seeing your report."
Saluting, Vathion cracked a bit of a smile.
The screen went dark. Vathion sighed.
"You lied to him."
"I don’t want him needlessly worried," Vathion said as he got to his feet. "How is the clone doing, anyway?"
Savon folded her arms beneath her breasts, frowning deeply. "It’s doing fine. Growing normally as far as I can tell. I wouldn’t know, though, since full-body clones are mildly illegal. How long has the Emperor known?"
"Since I found out," Vathion said, "About the second day I was on the Xarian."
Her brows rose in surprise. "I suppose I underestimated you."
"It’s not uncommon." He gestured at the curtained off area in the back of Savon’s office. "Incinerate it or something. I don’t care. I just want it gone."
Her mouth fell open. "How can you so blithely order that?"
"Because I have to!" Vathion shook his head. "This room reeks of him. Worse than my quarters did when I arrived. I’ve been wearing his clothes, surrounded by all his stuff. You think this isn’t hard on me? You think that my body isn’t screaming at me? I do what I have to do, I’Savon. Just as you do." He stepped towards the door, only to stop when she blocked it with her hands on either side of the frame.
"I’m not done with you yet. I know this is probably inappropriate to talk about after the last topic, but if I don’t talk to you now, I likely won’t ever get the chance."
Vathion stared at her.
"Something’s wrong with your brain. I don’t know what, but I think it’s going to kill you or drive you completely insane if something doesn’t get done about it."
He folded his arms, staring at her.
Unnerved by his silence, she continued, "The only way to keep you going for longer is if you take better care of yourself physically. I can’t say how long you’ve got."
"What brought you to this conclusion?"
She straightened, slipping past him to her desk. On her vidscreen several images appeared. "These are your scans. There are two lines here, the bottom frequently firing above the top. It almost looks like you’ve got a hyphokos merged with you, but I double checked while you were out. You don’t. And both lines are strong, which even if this was the brainwaves of a hyphokos," she tapped a key and brought up another chart, "It would look like this. This is mine, with Kiena bonded. Kiena’s thoughts are here," she pointed at a faded line slightly lower on the graph. The lower line never fired above the dominant line.
"Any thoughts on what to do?"
"None."
His expression darkened.
"Don’t give up." She reached out to grasp his shoulder. "I’ll figure something out."
Brushing Savon’s hand off, he headed out the door.
* * *
It was the middle of first shift by the time he stepped onto the bridge. Vathion looked around. Chira, and Arih were not on the bridge. Technically, Codas didn't have to be either, but he was familiarizing himself with some of the new sensors that the Wilsaer had installed.
"You're very late," Bibbole pointed out.
"And you're my comm. officer, not my mom. Maybe you should mind your station and not my business."
Codas turned to look at him. "Why are you so angry?"
"Just tired of being nagged," Vathion said as he logged into his station and checked over the general situation.
"You know," Erekdra said without turning, "When we can smell your stress from here, it doesn't give us much confidence that you know what you're doing."
Looking up, Vathion took a breath, stretched his fingers and sighed quietly. "Did it occur to you that maybe you're contributing to the problem? You'd decided before I even arrived that you weren't going to accept me."
"Knowing that you're sixteen," Bibbole pointed out. "Only recently has your scent changed to that of an adult."
"So you blame me for not wanting to kill my mother," Vathion mused, sitting back in his seat. "And for not being born at the time of your choosing. And for Natan blundering into his own trap. I see."
Codas winced. "No need to go that far..." He turned back towards his station.
Vathion watched them a moment, "My point is that you're holding me to standards I have no control over. Then you're surprised when I fail to meet those standards. I'm doing my best. But my best isn't going to be enough if I don't get some support from you. I can't run the ship by myself."
"You confined Gatas. Who's next?" Bibbole asked.
Scrubbing his face, Vathion said, "I'm not going to argue with you about that. There's no point."
"Then let him out?" Bibbole suggested.
"No. You weren't there, yet you assume I'm in the wrong."
"You're stubborn," Bibbole said, turning to face Vathion, "And egotistical."
"Two traits that Natan was admired for," Vathion mused. "Funny how that works."
Frustrated, Bibbole threw his hands into the air. "You realize that the news networks have been calling nonstop, Ha’Vathion. They want answers."
"Well I haven’t got any they’d like. Tell em to piss off. I’ve got work to do. Call crew in. We’ve got somewhere to be."
Bibbole faced Vathion again. "You want us to trust you, but you go out of contact all the time! Where have you been?"
"Why does everyone have to know my whereabouts at all times?" Vathion asked.
"Considering that the last time you went MIA we had an emergency," Bibbole snapped back, "I think that I at least need to know where you were."
Holding his temper by the shorthairs, Vathion breathed. "I was onboard. Kiti would have contacted me if there was really a problem. The media having panic attacks isn’t my problem."
"It should be!" Bibbole slammed a fist on the edge of his station standing in his chair, ears folded back, "Vathion, running off is irresponsible."
"I was in medbay!"
Codas stared at Vathion, mouth open.
Straightening, Vathion looked away, "Does that make you happy, Bibbole? Maybe next time you should just take what I tell you and leave it."
Bibbole folded his ears back in distress. Taking another breath, Vathion continued, "Now. Tell the media to piss off and tell my crew to get back aboard. I’ve got more work I need to do, so I’ll be in the office."
"Vathion," Kiti said softly as soon as the door closed, "You still haven’t eaten. Please eat something?"
"I’m really not hungry." He shook his head, taking a seat at his desk. "Transfer the files I was looking at to this screen." Nothing happened. He sighed. "All right. Fine. Give me something to eat." He swallowed hard. "Something... light?"
The files appeared this time and Vathion began going through them, swiftly as he could, approving as he went. So far, nothing had shown up out of the ordinary.
A bowl of warm, mushy cereal appeared at his elbow. Taking the bowl, Vathion winced as he swallowed the first bite, then made his way through the rest of it as he slogged through the remaining files.
Setting the bowl aside, he closed the final file. "I can't believe Hiba put that in there... It wasn't there during my conversation with Baelton's Stationmaster. But it was during my call with Hiba."
"I’ve removed the urn to a safer location."
Vathion sighed and thumped his elbows on the desk, putting his face in his hands. "What am I gonna do about it? What can I do about it?"
"Nothing," Kiti said regretfully, "You were ordered to Toudon."
"I know."
"All crew have boarded," Kiti reported.
Getting to his feet, Vathion shoved his hands through his hair. "I should get a shower. Should have." He sighed and stepped onto the bridge. "Tell Marak we’re heading for Baelton. Coded transmit to Fleet, Jump to the halfpoint towards Baelton. Stop and head towards Toudon."
"Why?" Erekdra asked.
"I thought everyone was done questioning my orders." Vathion took his seat. Rubbing his eyes, he crossed his legs, then tapped his screen to wake it up. "Just do what I tell you. I'll explain when we get there."
"Sorry to argue with you, sir," Chira stated flatly, "But honestly, right now you’ve really not given us much reason to do what you say."
"The Emperor ordered us to Toudon. So we’re going to Toudon. Now do your job."
Vathion could smell the tension in the room. It was nearly thick enough to slice with a knife. Breathing a sigh, he shook his head, and looked to find them staring at him. "Look. If this is about the media disliking me, so what? Dad went through the same thing. Everyone thought he was an upstart and nothing but trouble, but after he started getting results, things smoothed out. Gilon and Hyphokos don’t much like new. I’m new. There’s nothing I can do about what they think, other than just get on with getting results. Okay? So can you all quit with this and get back to work? Or do you want to waste everything my father did?"
When they had no reply, Vathion turned back to his screen. "Honestly, if I really wanted to, I could replace you all. I’m not going to do that because I do value your experience."
"What about Gatas?" Arih asked, partially turning to look at Vathion.
"He attempted to usurp command from me. I won’t put up with that."
"He was doing what the guidelines stated should be done," Bibbole retorted.
"Sitting in my chair?" Vathion slapped his palm on the arm of his chair. "He can temporarily take command from his own seat if he was just responding to a threat while I was absent! But he took off in such a hurry that he left a good number of crew on Marak. Does that not strike you as mildly odd? Most of those left were pilots, which means we would have gone into that battle nearly completely unarmed! Doesn’t that strike you as odd? Especially when Piro, Huran, and Clemmis are also capable of responding, Piro in much less time than it took us to get out there."
Of course they didn’t have any answer to that, but they still didn’t believe that Gatas could actually heist the fleet. Vathion sat back, then got to his feet. "I’ll be in the office." Turning, he headed that direction.
Taking a seat at the desk in the office, Vathion put his face in his hands again. He slid down to pillow his head on his arms. "Oh God," he whispered. "I’m dying? Am I really dying?"
Thankfully, Kiti remained silent.
"I want to talk to someone, but I can’t..." He closed his eyes tightly. Mirith was really the only one he might have been able to talk to, except... Sitting up, he asked, "Kiti, is there some way you can prevent someone on the other end of a call from recording it?"
"Not really."
He put his head back down and clenched his fists. "Nothing to be done but to get back to work... Just work until I die."
It would take an hour for them to reach their destination. As such, Vathion had two tasks to do. He needed to go over the AI he had programmed for his new fighter ships, make sure it was complete before letting his pilots into them, and he needed to talk to the new wing and squad commanders.
Vathion shoved his hands through his hair, and straightened his uniform. "Call the wing and squad commanders for all ships," he ordered Kiti. The wallscreen across from his desk lit up with a mosaic of images. "Ladies, gentlemen," he greeted. "You've likely received your new assignments. I wish to discuss this with you." His pilots didn't look particularly open to discussion. He ignored their expressions.
"You are all very experienced pilots, which is why I have promoted you." His squad commanders looked confused now. "With the upgrades to the fighters and carrier ships, new tactics are also required, and in order to implement these tactics, a new command structure needs to be formed. Previously, there has been one commander for an entire ship's fighter contingent. All decisions were deferred to that person, and as a result, they were required to keep track of up to a hundred little battles at a time. This will no longer be the case. Wing commanders have been assigned a squad commander for every ten fighters. This means that your squad commanders will keep track of their ten fighters, and Wing commanders will keep track of their Squad commanders."
Now his pilots looked shocked and marginally relieved. "So, as you can see, the numbers on your fighters are not a demotion. Any questions?" Vathion asked. When there were none, he pressed a key to send the file he had prepared. "These are some of the new tactics I've come up with. You are, of course, invited to come up with more on your own. The NF-MK001 Raptors are brand new designs. There is nothing like them anywhere else in the Empire. Be creative."
He signed out, leaving the others still connected to each other.
"Open the Raptor AI file." Vathion sighed and let his shoulders sag. That had been marginally fun. He enjoyed surprising people. Especially when the news was good. Now, though, he had the tedious task of coding to do. To save time, he had used bits of Kiti’s programming to use as the bones of his Raptor AI. Currently, it looked as if those would run smoothly with the framework he had constructed. The only thing left to do was test it. "I’d need grade-four implants though," he sighed. He had bought some for himself, but it would mean going back down to medbay to get them.
"Ha’Vathion, you already have grade-four implants."
Blinking, Vathion tipped his head. "What?"
Kiti continued calmly. "You were given grade-four implants when you were twelve. It was required to allow me to use the emergency pilot program to remove you from danger if you lose consciousness."
"Oh." He sighed, putting his hand to his face. "Right, should have figured."
After all, that was the kind of thing Natan did.
He closed his eyes and shoved his hands through his hair, then pillowed his head on his arms.
* * *
The bridge was quiet. Vathion couldn’t quite recognize the people at the stations, but they seemed to be doing their jobs, so he left them to it.
"What a mess..." He sighed.
"Mess? Everything was fine last I checked. Did I miss something?"
Vathion looked to his left. Natan cocked his head to the side, then grinned at him.
"Uh, Gatas is more of a pain than I can handle. I got the Fleet trashed and spent all my money fixing it. The public hates me. My crew generally dislikes me. You’re dead and now everyone knows it. Mom’s dying. And I’m apparently dying or going insane too. ...Yeah, that’s about it."
Natan blinked at him several times. "I suppose that is a bit of a mess. I just always tolerated Gatas. Sure he's whiny but he did his job well."
Vathion sighed, "He tried to steal the Fleet from me. He constantly undermines my orders. He's poisoned the other officers against me. If this wasn't a privateer fleet, I'd have been replaced."
"Tried to steal the fleet? What'd you do to him?"
Vathion rubbed his face, gazing at the floor. "Sent him to his room."
"Ha! Grounded him, eh? That’s pretty funny!"
He stood, "You’re no help at all," Vathion shook his head, feeling like the room was spinning.
Lifting a finger, Natan opened his mouth. "Wait... I'm dead?" He looked confused. "I'm not dead. Why’s everything so fuzzy?"
"I don't know. I’m probably dreaming."
"Vathion?"
"What?" He looked around blindly for the source of the voice. It sounded like Kiti...
"Please sit down, you're going to hurt yourself," she said.
Vathion looked around again, realizing that he was not actually on the bridge, but in bridge office, standing next to the desk. "Oh." He let himself fall into the chair and folded his arms on the desk, pillowing his head again.
Natan still stood next to him, looking mildly confused. "Where am I?" he asked, then he too faded.
* * *
Rubbing sleep from his eyes, he stepped out onto the bridge again to take his seat. At least his inadvertent desk-nap had refreshed him somewhat.
"We’ve nearly reached our destination," Fae’Erekdra reported tersely. Vathion nodded.
"Ca’Bibbole, tell everyone to stop here."
"And when they ask why?"
"We need to train with the new equipment before we get into a fight with it." Thankfully, Vathion had managed to keep the sarcasm from his voice.
Bibbole’s ears flicked back in acknowledgement. Apparently, he found Vathion’s reasoning sound. ‘For once.’
"Full stop achieved," Erekdra announced.
"All right," Vathion turned to his screen. "Since we’ve only got a limited number of missiles, we’re going to forego firing any of those. However the phaser arrays and other energy weapons should be fine. We have any good targets in the area to practice on?"
"No sir."
Vathion hmmed softly, "Guess I could have our fighters sneak out and grab us some asteroids from Marak to blast. That’d be good training for them. Tell the fleet to begin defensive formations alpha through delta without the Raptors." He pressed a button to send Bibbole the file he had prepared. Getting to his feet, he glanced around, "I’m on call." With that, he headed to his room briefly to change into his father’s flight suit.
The lift ride to his destination was short. Stepping out, he confidently strode towards the odd-number-out fighter parked on the shuttle bay floor. His engineers had suggested it, and the Wilsaer had, surprisingly, backed them. This ship, like the rest of the Raptor wing was painted like a bird of prey. Not that the Gilon would realize that it was a meat-eating bird, as it was an alien species. Vathion’s fighter was titled War Eagle. The Xarian Raptors were numbered Eagle one to sixty and were divided into six color squads. The other Raptors were currently stacked in their housings along the walls, only the transports and Vathion's fighter remained on the shuttle bay floor, since there was nowhere else to park it.
As he approached, War Eagle’s canopy popped open. He climbed in, settling into his seat. Technically, it could seat three. Vathion wasn’t sure what he would use the second seat for, but figured it was probably good to have it, given that things did happen from time to time.
"War Eagle, wake up."
At his command, the canopy closed, the wallscreens surrounding him lit up with a slight glow. "Turn up transparency." In response, the screens changed to show the shuttle bay around him.
Stretching his fingers, Vathion sighed softly, settling back into his seat. "AI start."
"Good afternoon, pilot," the AI’s voice purred. "Please state your name?" He had blended this voice on his own. Hearing it speaking more than the test phrase made him realize something he hadn’t before. The AI sounded nearly identical to Mirith; a sort of sunny-sexy. Not quite as bouncy as Mirith usually was, but it was close. He closed his eyes and shook his head.
‘I should just give up and say it... I love her.’
"Vathion," he said, responding to the AI.
"Pi’Vathion, would you like to name me?"
"Yes," he paused, "I name you Aila."
The AI, which he thankfully had not programmed a graphic for, said, "Thank you, Pi’Vathion!" She sounded just like Mirith then. "Registering implant codes. Check. Registering brain wave patterns. ... Hyphokos are requested to disengage."
"Just take the top line wave pattern," Vathion ordered.
"Okay."
Aila paused, then reported, "Scan has been sorted. Check. Refitting contours to pilot. Check. Are we going for a ride?"
"Yes," Vathion said.
"Running diagnostics on all systems."
This time, Vathion had to wait nearly a minute as text scrolled up the front screen. "All systems are go. Initiating pilot interface."
For a moment, Vathion sat stunned as the data from Aila’s sensors was directly fed to him through his implants. He knew on an instinctual level that outside his craft, it was exactly sixty-nine degrees. It wasn’t that he was the ship in the same way that he was a physical body, but he knew that his every thought was powerful.
Taking a breath to calm his racing heart, he closed his eyes and thought about his engines starting, lifting him off the shuttle bay floor slowly. There was only the slightest sense of movement. He opened his eyes, finding the fighter tipped slightly forward for takeoff. Vathion clutched the arms of his chair. With a thought, he glided his fighter towards the open shuttle bay doors. He paused at the containment shield, then took a breath and slid through it.
His sensors registered the shield passing across the skin of his fighter. He was immediately chilled by the sudden drop of temperature and shivered. "Raise internal temp," he ordered, teeth chattering. "Alter feedback. Filter that out."
Immediately, warm air began blowing across him. He swallowed. "Trick of the mind. I’m not cold. Not really." He swallowed again and touched the engines, pushing forward carefully. He felt a very vague sense of movement, but figured that was mostly because of his link with the sensors. He wasn’t going nearly fast enough to have really noticed a change in speed.
"Incoming call," Aila announced.
Vathion sighed. Of course...
"Answer."
Bibbole’s face appeared on the screen. "What are you doing out there?"
"Testing my programming."
"That’s not your place."
Glowering, Vathion said, "I’m going to trust a couple hundred people’s lives to this program and you want to tell me that it’s not my place to put my life on the line first? I’m fully capable of getting back into the shuttle bay if anything goes wrong. So far, everything’s fine."
Except that he needed to test the Jump capabilities of his Raptor next, and speed, which would require him to move further away from safety. Right now, though, everything seemed to be running within acceptable parameters. In fact, they were well below anything he should have been worried about. Turning away from the Fleet, Vathion engaged his scanner scrambler.
In the background, Vathion heard Li’Codas sputter. "He disappeared."
Snorting, Vathion increased the thrust of his engines, darting away from the Fleet. He could feel the G-forces now, pushing him back against the seat. If there had been air, he would have felt it rushing across his sensors. As it was, he felt the tiny particles of space dust hitting and bouncing away. Mentally, he ordered Aila to shift Bibbole’s image out of his way to concentrate on what he was doing.
"Ha’Vathion, I repeat, this is very..." He stopped and frowned. "You’re not listening, are you."
"Not really."
The hyphokos sighed.
Briefly, the image shorted out as Vathion hit Jump speed.
"Woooo!" he shouted as he popped out the other side. "Ancestors!" he gasped, "That was awesome!"
"What?" Bibbole asked, looking mildly disconcerted.
Flicking the scanner scrambler off again, he boosted back to high speed, and passed the Fleet again.
"Something’s buzzing us!" Codas asked.
"It’s just Ha’Vathion," Bibbole said.
"What? At those speeds?"
"Watch this!" Vathion called and boosted into Jump again, skipping in and out of real space several times like a rock across a pond.
Dropping out again some distance away he made his way back to the Xarian. "Woo! Bibbole, tell all ships, pilots are to report to their shuttle bays, dressed for flight. Undock all Raptors. Aila, transmit code modifications to all Raptors."
As he approached the Xarian, Vathion slowed and entered the bay carefully. He set down near the entrance. Kiti was in the process of unloading Raptors from their racks, setting them into neat rows. Vathion unstrapped and climbed out of War Eagle.
‘At least, I’ll have died knowing what it felt like to pilot a fighter.’
Moments later, the pilots began entering. Vathion waved for them to come to him. As they gathered around, he flicked his gaze across them, noting that over half had Hyphokos merged with them. "Before you can go to your assigned fighters, I need to tell you a few things," Vathion said, "These ships are nothing like what you’ve piloted before. That’s not to say that your experience means nothing. That just means that you’re going to have to think a bit differently and figure out how to apply your previous training in innovative ways." He put on a grin. "This is the Natan Fleet, after all. We’re pioneers." Only his squad and wing leaders looked excited. He went on. "Now, there are a few safety measures that must be adhered to. Pilots will be Gilon only." He was given strange looks. "I know these are fighters. Loss of life is inevitable, but that doesn’t mean we have to take along passengers who will only hamper you.
"The Raptors are capable of doing Jump. Due to their size, we couldn’t equip them with inertial dampeners to support Hyphokos at those speeds, even merged. Additionally, the AI’s aren’t really built for modifying the life support systems to that degree." The looks had turned to shock. "Believe me, you won’t need the boosts in awareness and reflexes the hyphokos give you." Folding his hands behind his back Vathion concluded, "For this flight, since it’s training, you may take your hyphokos with you, however, on actual missions, you may not. Please go to your assigned fighters now."
Obediently, his pilots broke away, jogging along the lines of Raptors to stop at theirs. Stepping back, Vathion dropped down into the open canopy of his Raptor once again. "Aila, transmit general unlock." Immediately, the canopies of the other Raptors opened.
Waiting until everyone was settled, Vathion said, "Aila, transmit general program start."
Closing his canopy, he opened visuals of each pilot, waiting while they went through the startup checklist and were then plugged into their machines. Many sat in dumbfounded shock. After waiting a moment more, Vathion addressed them, "Now, as you’ve all realized, you are hooked directly to your ship’s sensors. This means that you are the only one who can pilot your individual Raptor until I reset the AI. That’s a bit of a pain, so if you could avoid getting killed or fired, that’d be a big help."
A few pilots chuckled.
"Now, to begin training. You may have noticed that you’re lacking visuals and controls. Order your AI to turn up transparency. To start your engines, use your head."
Vathion waited a moment more to see if anyone got it. Farynn, his wing commander was the first. She was a smart woman. He had high hopes for her. When everyone was ready, he said, "Now, think about lifting off vertically."
Once everyone had figured out what he meant, Vathion glided backwards out the shuttle bay. Taking the hint, the wing followed him.
Turning his ship around, Vathion boosted away from the Xarian. "All right, now I would like you to assume a standard formation. Pilot Captain Farynn, take command. Remember, be innovative!"
With that, he shot off towards the Midris to get their fighters out training.
Chapter 3
"Farynn, tighten the formation more. You guys know each other," Vathion said, then started as he realized Aila was moving, heading back to the Xarian. "Where are you going?" he asked. "Hey! Where are you going?"
"I’m sorry, Ha’Vathion," Aila said, "But you have been awake for more than a standard day and have not eaten in twenty hours."
"You’re starting to sound like Kiti," he huffed.
"Your vital signs are showing stress. Additionally, my oxygen supplies are limited. I must insist on refueling at the least. That will take at least two hours."
Aila landed in the shuttle bay, opened the canopy, and shut down.
"Liar," Vathion said flatly. "Don’t try to fool me with that kind of crap." Unbuckling, he climbed out of the pilot seat and staggered as he dropped to the shuttle bay floor. After the dizziness passed, he straightened and headed for the lift, glowering at the floor.
Once he reached the officer’s hall, Vathion headed to the bridge. Stepping in, he glanced around at his third shift crew. "I’m off duty now. Tell first shift that they're to continue the patterns you've been doing," he said, "If I’m needed, call." Turning, he headed across the hall to his room. Dropping to his face on the bed, he heaved a sigh. He was so tired he ached, but still could not quite get his eyes to shut. "Kiti, chamomile tea please?"
"Yes sir."
Rolling over, he stared at the ceiling, "Are you still angry at me?"
"I’m a program."
"Oh enough with that!" Sitting up he unzipped his suit. "You’re still angry with me." His tea arrived promptly and he picked it off the floor as the Daisybots delivered it. "If you want, you can feed me too."
"Okay."
Sipping the tea, he wrapped his fingers around it, still feeling cold, despite having had the heater on fairly high the whole time he had been training. "Psychological," he muttered, "it’s just in my head."
As were a lot of things, apparently.
He kicked off his boots and set his tea down briefly to finish shucking his flight suit and everything but his pants. Settling on his bed again, he took another swallow of tea. At least he felt marginally at peace. Almost like his inner demons were pleased with his work today. "I wish you’d leave me alone so I could rest," he whispered, staring down at his cup. "I’m exhausted. I’m going to make bigger mistakes than the ones you’ve been pissed at me for if I don’t get some restful sleep."
Wincing he swallowed another gulp of tea. "But I guess this is just a sign. Talking to myself... Savon’s right. I’m going crazy. My brain’s developed a split personality. The other one’s just not manifested into something with a voice yet. But it keeps me awake, berating me for my stupidity. I don’t...want to be at war with myself. So please stop judging me so harshly. Everyone else in the Empire is doing enough of that already."
"Stud Muffin..."
Looking up, Vathion found that a bowl of stew had been delivered to him. Setting his empty mug aside, Vathion picked up his dinner and carefully ate. Finishing, he stripped his pants and dropped into bed.
* * *
It took Vathion almost a full minute to realize that he was awake. Slowly, he opened his eyes to find he was sprawled across the bed as far as he could reach. The lights were still dimmed and he closed his eyes, letting sleep overtake him for another ten minutes. It was when nature finally made it impossible for him to remain asleep that he sat up and yawned. "Kiti?" he mumbled. "Low lights?"
The lights brightened enough that he could get across the room to the toilet. He washed his hands once he was done and yawned again, "What time is it?"
"Noon, Heartland time."
"...I slept..."
"Thirteen hours," Kiti sounded rather cheerful. "Perhaps talking to yourself has its benefits?"
Rubbing his eyes, Vathion stared at himself in the mirror, the purple of his Bondstone shining brightly. "Apparently." Taking a breath and letting it out, he shoved his wet hands through his hair before turning towards the shower. "No one had any pissyfits, right?"
"No. I informed Bibbole of how long you were working yesterday when he requested to know where you were."
Vathion had to grin slightly, "How’d he take that?"
"Well enough, I suppose," Kiti admitted, "He didn’t seem very happy."
"I’m coming to realize that no one is going to be happy with me and I should stop trying." He leaned against the shower wall and the warm water sprayed across his shoulders. "I’m going to die soon anyway, and if I die with their approval... well, great. If not..."
"I don’t think you’re going to die..." Kiti sounded mildly upset.
"Go crazy, then."
"You’re getting better..."
"One night of sleep doesn’t count as better," he felt obligated to point out. "Besides, maybe I was just too exhausted?"
Kiti suddenly sprayed him with ice cold water.
"Gyah!" Tripping out of the shower, he scowled, "Quit that!"
"Sorry. Malfunction."
"Liar."
The water began steaming a moment later and Vathion climbed back in distrustfully. "Why don’t you make breakfast?"
"I already did."
"Huh?"
"I’ve decided that you will be fed at eight, noon, and five."
Snorting in amusement, Vathion shook his head, "You sound like you’re taking care of a pet."
"You certainly haven’t been acting civilized lately."
"Whatever."
Finishing his shower quickly and in silence, Vathion stepped out to dry off and get dressed. He found breakfast waiting on the bedside table; toast, eggs, and fruit. Sitting on the edge of the bed, he began nibbling at it.
"Stud Muffin, Mirith is calling."
"Oh." Picking up his shirt and pants, Vathion pulled those on quickly before taking the remainder of his breakfast into his office. Mirith’s image appeared on the wallscreen immediately.
"Hey Vath," she smiled hesitantly.
"What’s wrong?"
Shaking her head, she sighed, "I was worried about you. Everyone’s so... ticked off right now. I wasn’t sure if you knew or not."
"I know about it."
"IT it?"
"Yeah."
Mirith sighed. "I yelled at him for that. He just smiled. Like everything was going according to plan. I called him a Rebel." She sighed and rubbed her face. "He didn’t like that at all."
"He fired you?"
She bit her lower lip, "Not ...quite. But he’s really not happy with me. So I left. But... I’m kind of stranded now. I made it to Baelton."
Vathion looked down at his toast.
"I’m sorry to ask you this, but could you spare some money to get me back to Marak?"
Lifting his eyes, he shook his head, "How about I bring you here?"
Her eyes widened. "But..."
"I - I need you. I..." he closed his mouth and sighed, "I just need you. I don’t have anyone else to talk to and... you know what everyone else thinks of me. It’s just as bad here."
"Oh Vath," her hand pressed against the wallscreen. "I’ve made all kinds of statements and interviews here. I’m doing everything I can to change their minds."
"It doesn’t matter. They don’t matter. My sanity is what matters. And honestly, Mirith, I’m losing it." He licked his lips. "I’ll come pick you up."
"What?" she gasped, "the whole fleet?"
"No, just me. I’ll be there in about an hour or so."
"But..." she began to protest, then blushed as he kissed his fingers and pressed them to the screen where her lips were.
"Just come to the small shuttles dock. Look for the most fantastic ship there."
Unable to help it, Mirith smiled slightly. "Okay. Will there be room for my bags?"
"How many do you have?"
"Three?"
"Hmm. We’ll see. Bye."
Disconnecting, he shoved the rest of his toast into his mouth and dusted his hands, heading out into the sitting room.
"You sure this is a good idea?" Kiti asked.
"You’re objecting to me having not only someone to talk to, but someone who will ensure that I take care of myself?"
"...No..."
"And I know Bibbole’s not going to like me just running off like this, but I swear I’ll be back in a few hours. Maybe less. Mirith doesn’t have a hyphokos." With a spring in his step, Vathion went to get his flight suit and jogged down the hall to the lift.
* * *
Mirith knew she was getting looks, sitting on her bags in the small shuttle bay. She had taken a big risk calling Vathion from a pay vid on the docks, but his answer had not been what she was expecting. Now, with nothing else to do but wait, she had decided to not bother hauling her bags around aimlessly for an hour or more. "An hour and a half... he’s got to be kidding. Isn’t he at Marak anyway? That’s like two days by transport..."
That was when the whine of engines caught her attention. It was not that the bay was empty, it was that the particular tone was higher pitched than she had heard before. People began shouting in shock. Standing, Mirith turned to look and saw the strangest looking ship she had ever seen. "Wow... he wasn’t kidding." Picking up her bags, she started towards the ship, painted as a sharp-billed brown and white bird. War Eagle was written on the side in Terran.
War Eagle landed gently in one of the temporary parking spaces and the canopy opened. Vathion hopped out immediately and strode towards her. "Hey, were you waiting here?" he asked, taking two of her bags.
"Yeah, didn’t have anything else to do," Mirith replied. "You’re sure all this will fit?"
He leered at her. "You might have to sit in my lap."
"Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that," Mirith pretended to pout.
Hopping on to War Eagle’s wing, Vathion strode across it to the cockpit and dropped the first two bags into the back seat, then reached down for the third and Mirith’s hand. The people in the bay busily took pictures if they had cameras on them. Vathion ignored them and instead climbed into his Raptor and tucked Mirith into his lap. The canopy closed.
Sighing, he wrapped his arms around her, putting his face against her shoulder. "Thank you," he whispered.
"Is it really that bad?" Mirith had to ask.
He nodded.
Turning in his lap, she wrapped her arms around him, pressing her lips to his. "It’ll be all right," she said gently, petting his hair.
"At least for a while... maybe. Let’s get out of here."
Mirith looked around, "How do you pilot this? It’s got no controls."
Flashing a slight grin, Vathion replied, "With my head. Under my seat is a bin. It’s got a flight suit in it. Think you can get into that in here?"
She laughed. "Yeah, I think I can." Reaching beneath, she pulled the garment out and after a bit of fumbling, managed to figure out how to get it on over her pants and shirt. "This right?" she asked.
Vathion tugged at it then finished zipping it up. "Yep. Looks like it fits you well enough. I had to ...ah. borrow the Eagle Wing captain’s flight suit for this."
"Do I really need one?"
"Otherwise you’d pass out." He could have explained in detail why she needed to wear it, but she probably would not have understood all of it.
"Oh."
Settling down in his lap again, she slipped an arm around his shoulders. "This isn’t hampering you, is it? And I thought Ferrets were smaller."
"Hm? No." He grinned, the look of distraction leaving his expression. "And this is a Raptor. My special command model. The others are lawn chairs with rocket engines strapped to them, but this one's for... well, I don't know, but it seemed like a good idea at the time. Transparency up."
Mirith gasped. The fighter rose off the shuttle bay deck and headed out into space.
Boosting out of Baelton’s traffic, Vathion continued to accelerate.
Worried, Mirith looked at his face. "This thing can do Jump?"
"Yep. Though I’m not sure what it looks like to passengers, but it’s really neat when you’re the pilot." He grinned at her again, expression distracted. "Hang on."
Pouring on the speed, he initiated Jump. Mirith gasped as there was a hitch and all the screens went dark. "Vath?" she clutched his shoulders as she realized his expression had gone completely blank.
Then the ship lurched again and Vathion broke into a grin, "Woo! That was cool!"
Mirith sighed in relief. "You had me worried. Everything went dark. Including you."
He nodded, "Sorry." Pausing, he glanced up briefly, "Actually, I’ve got an extra set of grade-four implants sitting in medbay. Those will be yours."
"Mine?" she gasped. "But that’s expensive?"
"Honestly, I’d like to make sure you’re safe." Lifting his hand, he touched her cheek, "You’ve got the toughest job on the ship, after all."
Catching his hand, she kissed his fingers. "You’ll be all right."
"Not from what Savon said."
Breath catching, Mirith swallowed, "What’d she say?"
He fell silent briefly, then took a breath, "Mirith, Promise me something?"
"I’m always promising you things."
He shifted.
Leaning away from him, she gazed at his face. "I was kidding. I’m sorry." She touched his cheek gently.
He remained silent.
"Vath?"
Staring at her face, he swallowed, "I want you to get over me and get on with your life."
Her jaw dropped.
Lifting a hand, Vathion cupped her cheek, "Savon thinks I’m dying, or going insane." He pressed his fingers to her lips before she could speak. "Either one isn’t very pleasant, and I don’t want to drag you down into it with me. I’m only in this good of a mood because I finally got some sleep and because I finally have someone to talk to. I would have called you before, but I didn’t want Hiba knowing everything. I only send him what I want to send him from what I do on the Xarian, so he’s not going to know about what Savon said. He’s not going to know most of what I say to you. So please, when it happens, I want you to move on... when you’re ready to. I want you to have a life. Live for me." He pulled her against his shoulder, "I’m sorry... I shouldn’t have said..."
"No," she whispered. "No. No. No. Don’t say that! Don’t say that you shouldn’t have told me." She clutched him. "Vath... I don’t want to move on. Maybe Savon will find a way to help you?"
He sighed. "I guess I shouldn’t have expected anything else. You are who you are. Stubborn."
She lifted her head, tears glistening on her cheeks. "I just don’t get it! I thought... you were healthy. You were on the track team and you were in baton classes since forever! Was this something that just... crept up on you?"
Vathion licked his lips, "Honestly, I don’t know. I’ll let you see the scans. You got good grades in bio-science."
"Doesn’t make me qualified to be a medic, though."
"It’s enough to tell you what you’re looking at, maybe?" Vathion shrugged slightly.
Caressing his face, Mirith kissed him gently, then laid her head against his shoulder. "Okay. I’ll look at it."
"Bibbole’s gonna yell at me when I get on the bridge," he sighed, "Him or someone else."
"I can go in there with you?"
"Maybe I’ll train you as my second in command?" he mused, then shook his head, lifting a hand to shove his hair back, "Except I already promised Clemmis I’d take someone from his list."
"What about Gatas?"
"I’m going to fire him. Even though I know everyone else is going to throw a fit about it. I just don’t like him, can’t work with him, and he tried to steal the Fleet, even if no one else believes it. Nothing I say on the matter is going to be believed, so all I can do is just... do what I’m going to do and to hell with them." He laced his fingers together, arms around her. Their ship glided through space at high speed, heading towards the remodeled Natan Fleet. There were multitudes of bright specks of light dancing around the fleet in flocks of birds.
"Why’s the Fleet out here? Where is here?"
Vathion snorted, "We were training. I had everything changed, so they needed to learn their new equipment." Silently, she nodded. "Additionally, Daharn ordered me out to Toudon. He told me to not worry about my reputation; that he’d do what he could. I’m honestly not expecting much."
She caressed his neck. "It’ll be all right."
They reached the Xarian’s shuttle bay then and slowed. Carefully entering, Vathion set War Eagle down in her parking space on the deck. "Much as I’d like to stay in here with you a bit longer, I need to get back to work."
Sitting back, Mirith looked at his face, "Okay."
The canopy opened and Mirith carefully got out, hopping to the floor and held her arms up to receive the lightest bag while Vathion took the other two.
Remaining silent in the lift and hall, Vathion stepped into his quarters briefly to put down Mirith’s matching pink luggage. "Unpack wherever you like. If you want to move something, move it. It’s not like it’s mine."
"What?"
"Everything in here is Natan’s. My stuff has disappeared. Except for the things that were in my pocket when I arrived." Before she could say anything, he leaned in to kiss her, then broke off, stepping back to remove his flight suit quickly and retrieve his coat, Tassels, and baton from the couch. "I’ll be back later. If you want something to do, you can ask Kiti for a new game in Battle Fleet."
"Okay." She smiled slightly, "have fun?" She wiggled her fingers a little as he headed out the door. Shoulders sagging, she sighed.
Clearing her throat, Mirith looked up at the ceiling. "Um, Kiti?"
"Yes Mirith?"
"Is I’Savon busy right now?
"She is playing a puzzle game on her private terminal," Kiti reported cheerfully.
"Could you ask her if she has a minute to talk to me?"
"She will see you in her office."
Smiling, Mirith stepped out into the hall and paused, "Where’s her office?"
"Go to the lift," Kiti directed.
She headed down the hall to the lift and stepped in when the door opened. The lift began moving and Kiti continued, "I’Savon’s office is straight through medbay, in the very back."
"Okay. Thank you."
"You’re welcome."
When the lift doors opened again, Mirith headed directly across the hall and into medbay. The wide semicircular room was portioned into eight alcoves along the curved side of the room. The flat side across from the door to the hall housed cabinets of medical equipment. Two assistants busily worked on checking and replacing equipment. At the sound of the door opening, they looked over.
"May we help you?" the young man of the pair asked.
"I’m just here to see I’Savon." Mirith smiled and started across the room.
"I’m afraid she’s busy right now," the other assistant said. She was an older woman.
Unexpectedly, the door Mirith had been heading towards opened. "Thank you, Hanna," Savon said arrived. "But I was expecting her." Looking at Mirith, the doctor quirked a brow slightly and headed back the way she had come. Taking the hint, Mirith followed. The hall beyond the door was lined with seven more doors, three on either side of the hall and one at the end. Savon headed for the one at the end.
"I’m curious to know how you got here," Savon said once the door had closed.
Moving to walk beside Savon, Mirith answered, "I called Vathion... begging money to get back to Marak. He brought me here instead."
"Hm. What made you want to talk to me?"
"He told me to."
She quirked her brows in mild surprise. "He told you my theories?"
Mirith shook her head and clasped her hands together, her eyes darting around Savon’s office. It was relatively small with a curtained off area that housed the growth tanks for seriously wounded patients. The room smelled freshly cleaned, but there was the hint of a scent that reminded her of Vathion. "He told me a little. He said you think he’s either dying or going insane." Turning her eyes back towards Savon, she asked, "Is there anything you think I can do to help?"
Pulling out the chair at her desk, Savon gestured for Mirith to take a seat. "I’ll show you what I’ve found and what I know, but that’s about all I can do. I don’t know what this is. I have a few guesses so far and no idea which one is right, given that I don't have access to Vathion's medical files from before he arrived on the fleet, and I don't have a baseline from him before this. My guesses are that when Paymeh bonded with Vathion, the feedback that killed Jathas damaged Vathion, making parts of his brain fire constantly, and out of sync with his normal functionality."
As she spoke, Savon pulled up Vathion's brain scans.
Hand lifting to her mouth, Mirith gasped softly, then came forward to take the offered seat.
"I'd like to ask you a few questions about Vathion's behavior previous to arriving on the fleet. Did he ever show signs of mental instability?"
Putting her hands to her head, Mirith blinked hard. "I - Honestly, I didn't know who he really was until after I saw him on the news. And, well, sometimes he seemed distracted by things that he wouldn't tell me about, but he always seemed to have reasons. He just wouldn't talk about them. And now he just seems really stressed. Nothing at all like he used to be. He never smelled this stressed before. Even for big tests or when he had a whole bunch of assignments due and then other things dumped on him with no warning. I mean, those were just the kinds of things they did to us in school. He handled all of that really well as far as I remember. But then, I was still only seeing his public face and now I'm seeing what's underneath." She closed her mouth and swallowed, realizing she had been babbling.
Savon finished typing and looked up, "Go on?"
"Um, except for being stressed about his mom," Mirith said, looking down at her fingers as she twisted them in her lap. "That seemed to stress him a lot too, but not as much as he is now, what with Gatas and all..." She glanced up to look at Savon, finding the doctor typing again.
"If you're afraid I'm going to debate with you on the fairness of Gatas's confinement. First, I don't much like him, second, I'm trying to figure out how to help Vathion and that's more important."
Mirith nodded, a smile tugging at her lips. She returned her gaze to her hands. "That's really all I can think of right now. He's nearly a completely different person than he used to be. Even more serious than before. I mean, he was pretty serious in school too, but now it seems like he thinks everything that happens in the universe is his fault."
"I think I can rule out head injury," Savon said, "And from what you said, this sounds like it might be related to stress." She looked up and sighed, "Thank you for your help, Mirith. I'll keep you informed of anything I find out, seeing as how he's finally done something smart and hired someone to take care of him."
"Hired?" Mirith laughed.
"Or whatever." Savon shrugged, "Anyway, I've got some research that needs doing now."
Mirith stood, glancing at the display once again. "Maybe... some antidepressants?" she offered, "He's been sour and serious before, but not to this level."
"It might help. Thank you for the suggestion." Savon stepped over to the cabinet set on one side of the room. "Hold still for a moment please." She brought a datapad and scanner over. "I'd like to take some baseline samples from you, since you're here."
Obediently, Mirith remained still as a drop of blood was taken, as well as several other readings using the hand-scanner. Then Savon pressed a tube against the back of Mirith's neck and pressed the button on the end. "Vathion gave me orders to give these to you. You won't feel any different."
Mirith snorted. "Yay, grade-fours. Why I would ever need them..."
"They're useful. Kiti has an emergency program that allows her to take control of your body if you're unconscious. This allows her to get you out of danger."
"If I remain unconscious." She looked down, "Vathion told me about... Ha'Natan, by the way. Just so you know."
The doctor nodded and tapped on her datapad a few times. "Good, I suppose."
"I didn't tell Hiba."
Savon looked up. "Hiba's nosy and will find out things no matter how secret they're kept. He could have found out from anyone. Considering how many people know the truth."
Mirith nodded.
"I'm done with you now. Thank you and I'll keep you informed on anything I find out." Stepping over to the door, Savon let Mirith out.
Sighing as the door shut behind her, Mirith returned to the lift, rubbing the back of her neck.
Chapter 4
Vathion watched the blips on his screen move around as the Fleet continued their second day of training. At least, he was until a hand blocked his view. Blinking, he looked up to find Mirith leaning over his shoulder. "That’s enough for today," she said softly into his ear. "It’s third shift. You’re really going to ruin your sleep schedule if you keep this up."
"It’s not third..." Vathion protested, then stopped, moving Mirith’s thumb to look at the time. "Okay, so it is. But only just."
Taking Vathion’s hand, Mirith stepped around to pull him to his feet.
Deciding to ignore the looks his crew were giving him, Vathion said, "Shift change. Ca’Hassi, inform third shift that they are to continue the training sequences I had you doing."
"Yes sir."
Lacing his fingers with Mirith’s, Vathion headed across the hall to his quarters.
Once the door had closed, she removed his Tassels and coat. "Get anything done today?" she asked.
"More training." Vathion sighed. "I’ve been devising new standard attack patterns to make more effective use of our new equipment. Unfortunately, turns out that some of the hypothetical capabilities were over exaggerated. I’m not making a lick of sense, am I?" He looked down at Mirith.
Smiling, she cupped his face with her hands, "That’s okay. I like hearing you talk."
"Ha. Fine. I’ll bore you to death then."
She quirked a brow in challenge.
"When the engineers and I worked on these engine designs, we thought we could get the ships to go something around twice as fast as their original designs. This led me to decide to put the third wings on the Haulers. Well, the wings were a good idea, since the Haulers actually have the speed to take advantage of the improved maneuverability the wing gives them. But none of the ships go quite as fast as I had hoped. I suppose in the end it’s all right, since they go fast enough. The Raptors are really the jewel of the Fleet now."
Mirith grinned, pulling Vathion towards the bedroom as he talked. "Well, there’s more of the Vathion I know."
"I could swear I showed you the design once. Several years ago."
"You had some weird drawing on graph paper," Mirith admitted, "I remember it." She unclipped his belt and pulled his shirt over his head, dropping it on the floor.
"Yeah, and the Wilsaer really improved the design. Back then I only had access to Gilon tech and repurposing equipment doesn’t always work. The problem with the carrier ships is that they were modified off Dad’s original designs. We did what we could, but the underlying structures are the same. It’s like a car, you know? You can put a sports car engine in a minivan, but that doesn’t fix all the problems that come with a minivan being a minivan."
Snorting, Mirith shoved him face down on the bed, then straddled his hips, hands going to his shoulders. "Okay, so essentially, you put new engines in the Fleet, but they still wallow in the water like Dad’s yacht?"
"Exactly!" Vathion exclaimed into the bedding.
"But why does that make the Raptors special?"
"Because," he pulled the blanket away from his face, "They were built from scratch. Well, not totally from scratch, the Wilsaer don’t exactly have manufacturing facilities. They stole the base structure from some aliens they encountered. Same people who made the Tricannons, I suspect, since that weapon came pre-installed on the model."
Nodding, she dug her thumbs in beneath his shoulder blades.
Breath catching briefly, he sighed. "If I pay you, will you keep that up for another hour?"
"You don’t have to pay me," leaning down, she kissed his ear.
Pushing onto his elbows, he knocked her over onto the bed and rolled to face her. His hand brushed her cheek gently, other hand propping his head up. "Miri..." He stopped, simply staring at her for a time. Sprawled on her back, hair flared around her face, Vathion could not help but be awed. "Miri," he tried again, "thank you..."
"For what? I’m your friend, aren’t I?"
Smiling slightly, Vathion shook his head, "You’re more than that. You always have been."
"Does that make me your girlfriend?"
He grinned. "More than that."
"Really? What’s more than girlfriend if we’re not mated?" She cocked her head slightly.
"Partners in crime?" Vathion offered, caressing her cheek again, "I - if I live long enough... you’ll be the one. Can I at least ask that we wait a few years? Mating at sixteen... wouldn’t fly. Even though my reputation’s in the toilet already."
Mirith pushed up onto her elbows to kiss him. "Not if. And I’ll hold you to that."
"I promise to hang on as long as I can. And if I can’t please, move on with your life?"
"I want a time! Specific!"
"For?" Vathion he lifted a brow. She gave him a look. He rolled his eyes. "All right. My nineteenth birthday, at sixteen hundred."
"That’s at the end of your shift."
"Yes. Gives me plenty of time to prepare."
Rolling off the bed, she grinned, "Time for bed now."
"Aw," Vathion sighed. "You aren’t going to keep me company?"
"Of course I am, silly. I have to change into my bedclothes first."
Sitting up, he grinned. "Bah. Don’t need bedclothes."
Wagging her finger at him, she shook her head. "Behave. You need rest, not more excitement." Turning, she headed towards the bathroom.
* * *
He was actually up in time for first shift.
More amazingly, Vathion found himself entering the bridge with the smallest hint of a smile tugging at his lips. Waking up to Mirith fussing over him was far more enjoyable than he had expected it to be.
"I heard that you brought a woman on board," Bibbole took it upon himself to say.
"Yep."
Bibbole said, "This ship isn’t your personal party pad."
"It was Natan’s for years," Vathion replied cheerfully as he logged into his station and took a look at the Fleet status. Their energy capabilities were down twenty percent. If they did not get into a fight, it would not be a problem.
Bibbole turned to look at Vathion in shock. Chira actually cracked a snigger.
"I think we’ve gotten enough training for now. Let’s get over to Toudon before we’ve got to resupply. We can at least take a look briefly," Vathion said.
Bibbole sighed gustily and said in an irritated tone, "Your flippant attitude isn’t winning you any points."
"I don’t care." Vathion broke into a grin.
"What is wrong with you?" Bibbole slapped his hand down on the top of his station, tail thrashing behind him.
"Bibbole, leave him alone," Codas said. "He’s got a point. We are being a bit hard on him. He’s sixteen. So what if he brought his girlfriend here. At least he’s not half as horny as Natan was, bringing all kinds of floozies aboard."
"Multiples at a time, as I recall," Vathion mused, "You guys are just going to have to get used to Mirith. She's the only one that will be around."
"That a final decision?" Erekdra asked, turning partially to look over her shoulder at him.
Glancing up, Vathion snorted, "Yeah. But it’ll be a few more years before I make it permanent." He glanced at Bibbole, finding the hyphokos giving him a look. "I’m not stupid. Babies take time and just herding you all is time-consuming enough!" Looking back down at his screen, Vathion continued to mutter, albeit still cheerfully, "I’ll be lucky if I get to spend a few hours with her a day before passing out. You all exhaust me. And try my patience. Why aren’t we moving yet?"
"Yes sir," Erekdra replied and turned back to her station. "ETA on Toudon, one point five hours," she reported.
"Have Eagle squad one out on point. Everyone else, have Raptors prepped for five minutes to launch."
Bibbole got to work.
For once, Vathion found that he had nothing else to do. Silently, he stared at his screen, then finally opened his files on their training. "You realize," Vath mused aloud, "over the last two days, we’ve revolutionized how Gilons will fight wars?"
"Wars? You kidding?" Codas snorted, "Once this is over, it’s over. We’re not doing this again."
Vathion shook his head, "Wish I could agree."
Chira glanced back at him. "How do you figure we’ve revolutionized war?"
"The main fleet, while capable of defending itself, is really just a delivery service for the Raptors. Once the Raptors get out there, the battle is ours," Vathion shrugged, "Everyone else is going with the Bigger Is Better model, but regardless of how big their ships are, or their missiles, they can’t hurt us if they can’t catch us. We’re faster and more agile than they are. They’ll waste their time chasing after the main fleet while the Raptors peck them to death. In fact, if we wanted to, we could kick the Raptors out and not even be within scanner-shot of the battle. Like the Wilsaers do."
Chira nodded, "I see... But you really think we’ll have other wars?"
For a moment, Vathion thought on that, then finally answered, "I know a lot of languages, but in order to actually understand those languages, I had to learn some of that culture’s history. Take us for example... You would have to know where we come from in order to understand why we still have words for things that exist only on Heartland, or don’t even exist at all and even Aola didn’t know where the word came from. As a result... I’ve found that the only species that has managed to exist so far without fighting itself is the Serfocile, and I think they’re lying. As for our war, I don’t think it’s about Gelran’s greed. It’s about something else, and when that comes to light, it will undoubtedly rock the foundations of our society. There will be other wars."
"Grim prognosis, but you’re wrong," an unexpected voice said from behind him.
Starting, Vathion turned to face Gatas as the man stood in the open bridge door.
"Gatas! How? I didn’t let you out!"
Gatas lifted a blaster, his hand shaking.
Getting to his feet, Vathion staggered back a step as rage engulfed him, boiling up from some foreign source. "I knew you were a sneak, but this-" the words spilled from him. They were not his own.
Vathion pulled his body back into his own control, ducking his head.
Drawing his blaster into line, Gatas sneered as he pulled the trigger. The impact hit Vathion’s shoulder as he ducked. The impact knocked him off balance.
Another shot was fired.
Someone screamed.
His collision with the floor shocked sense back into him and Vathion focused his eyes to find Gatas standing over him.
Heavy jowls trembling, Gatas shouted, "I’ve had enough of you! I’ll finish you once and for all, you little brat! Then I’ll have my reward!"
Lifting the gun, he aimed for Vathion’s face.
Chapter 5
"Gatas has a blaster on the bridge!" Kiti exclaimed.
Mirith leapt to her feet, dashing across the hall, still clutching the datapad she had been reading. Startled by the door opening, Gatas spun to face her, blaster shaking in his hands.
His reaction was too late. Her first swing cracked the edge of the datapad across his face.
Gatas staggered, nose crunched to the side and beginning to bleed. The blaster dropped to the floor, but no one else moved to get it. Mirith brought the datapad around again. Too stunned to duck, Gatas took the second strike across the other side of his head. The heavy man dropped to his knees, bleeding from a cut as part of the datapad's casing cracked and flew off. When the datapad connected a third time, it broke in half across his temple and Gatas dropped to the floor in a heavy heap.
"Mirith!"
Staggering to a stop, she blinked and breathed. "Ancestors," she gagged, hands covering her mouth. The room reeked of blood. Vathion staggered to his feet, right shoulder a bloody mess.
Zandre and Logos burst into the room now, phasers raised and ready. They stopped only a few paces in, Zandre's mouth open in shock.
Breathing, Vathion pointed first at Gatas, "Take him to the brig."
"Sir."
"Arih, is Chira okay? Where’s the medical team?"
"On their way," Kiti immediately answered.
Arih, broken from her shock, tumbled from her seat and crawled across the floor to her sister, "Chira?" she whispered, one hand covering her mouth, the other reaching. "Chira?" her voice dropped to a whisper. "Chira?"
Savon and her assistants entered, shoving past Zandre and Logos as they cuffed Gatas’s hands behind him and dragged him from the room.
"See to Chira." Vathion ordered as Savon rushed to him. He pushed her off. "I’m functional. Kiti, air the room out." Reaching out with his good hand, Vathion pulled Mirith closer, "Shh," he cupped her cheek with his hand, putting his forehead against hers. "Shh, don’t cry. You saved my life. He was going to kill me if you hadn’t done that. You didn’t kill him. It’s okay."
Mirith trembled, tears streaming down her face. Vathion wiped at them. "Bibbole," he said, "tell the fleet to halt here. Scanner scramblers activate, silent mode. If they ask why..." he gestured at the room, "Tell them."
Bibbole looked mortified. "Sir," he said, but it was barely audible.
"Ha’Vathion, I must insist," Savon said as she came back to him. Her assistants had put Chira’s body on a stretcher, Arih was standing there, sobbing.
"Arih, go, you’re relieved of duty for now. Bibbole, get replacement weapon officers in here. Yes, Savon, I’m going to go with you. Come, Mirith. It’s okay. I’m all right." His eyes darted around swiftly to verify that nothing else needed his attention.
Putting his arm around Mirith’s shoulders, Vathion gently guided her into the hall.
"Are you feeling light-headed?" Savon asked, hovering at his left shoulder. "Dizzy? Nauseous?"
"Back off, Savon. You can hover over me in medbay, but right now, I’m trying to concentrate on walking."
"You could have used the other stretcher we brought."
"Oh great idea. Let everyone see me hauled around on a stretcher. I can walk, I’m going to walk."
They reached medbay and entered to find Arih collapsed on the floor, sobbing just outside the closest alcove. The assistants were cleaning up the few tools they had used. The body on the bed was covered with a sheet. Softly, Vathion cursed.
Savon immediately pulled Vathion to the right and shoved him onto the bed there. "If you hadn’t turned your shoulder, this would have hit you in the face," Savon pointed out, hands steadily clipping off the charred fabric from his coat and shirt. Her face was very pale. "Chira never had a chance. She caught it in the head. There was nothing anyone could have done to save her."
"Tell Arih that," he winced, the numbness from adrenaline receding. Reaching over with his good hand, he caught Mirith’s.
She wiped her face with trembling fingers and licked her lips. "I’ll go to her," she said and kissed his fingers lightly. Turning, Mirith headed over to Arih’s alcove and whatever she did from there, Vathion couldn’t see.
"I’m glad you brought her," Savon said softly. "I hope you haven’t..."
"I love her. I wouldn’t drag her into death with me," Vathion whispered back hotly. "Ah-shh!" he yelped as Savon began rinsing off his wound. He kicked the bed with a heel.
"You’re going to have a nice scar here," Savon stated, her face had regained color now that she could see the extent of the damage. "I don’t think it was a direct hit. Scan says there’s no bone damage. You might not have full radial movement in this shoulder, though. The muscle was burnt too."
"Well, now I know what dinner feels like when it gets left in the microwave too long." He winced as she sprayed something across the wound. "What was that?"
"A clotting agent. You’re going to come down here twice a day to get this bandage changed, Vathion. You hear me? You’re going to be very careful in the shower too. If you don’t do what I say, I’ll put you in a chest-cast. Wouldn’t that be inconvenient."
"What’s with all the threats?" Vathion sighed. "All right, I’ll do what you say, okay?"
Savon did not appear to believe him, but finished bandaging his arm after cutting the remainder of his shirt and coat off. Once she was done, he sat up and carefully donned the replacement clothes Kiti brought. Savon presented him with a sling.
"Do I have to wear it?"
She stared at him, silver brow rising into her bangs.
Shrinking back from her, he pulled it over his head, then hopped off the bed. Savon slapped a trio of pill bottles into his hand. "This one’s for if you have trouble sleeping, this one’s for pain. This one you take daily."
He sighed and pocketed the medications. Heading over to Arih, he found her in Mirith’s arms, quietly sobbing. Vathion knelt and carefully reached out to touch her hair. "Arih..."
Lifting her head, she coughed, her eyes and face red. "You were right..." Her voice cracked. "Gatas... wasn’t on our side. We... we were so blind. I’m sorry."
Vathion shook his head and caressed her hair back from her face. "Don’t blame yourself for this. It isn’t your fault. You’re off duty for two weeks, go see the counselor. Make whatever decision you feel is right for you. I’ll support you. She’ll be accorded all honors as well."
Arih nodded, "Thank you, sir."
Leaning in, he kissed her forehead gently, then caressed Mirith’s cheek gently, "I have to get back up there and deal with things, find out how he got out in the first place."
"Take it easy, okay?" Mirith insisted. "You’re no good to anyone dead."
He stuck his tongue out at her, then stood, heading out the door and into the lift.
"Where are Zandre and Logos?" he asked after stepping into the lift.
"In the brig, securing Gatas," Kiti replied. "I’m sorry, Ha’Vathion. I thought he was lying on his bed still. I only noticed it was looped footage when the bridge door opened."
Vathion's lips pursed in thought. "How could someone hack into you without you noticing?"
"I don't know. I'm looking for the leak, but... I’ve saved an image of my security code in Battle Fleet," Kiti said. "I’m very sorry this happened. I didn’t realize anything was wrong..."
"Don’t worry about it Kiti," Vathion soothed. "I'll look at it and we'll figure this out." He sighed and rubbed his eyes. His shoulder had begun to throb in time with his heartbeat. When the doors opened, he headed to the bridge at a fast clip.
"Ha’Vathion," Li’Codas stated as soon as Vathion entered, "long range scanners have spotted a courier ship bound towards Baelton. The Raptors on scout have moved to shadow."
Cursing, Vathion settled into his chair. "One thing after another. Tell the scouts to catch that ship."
"But sir, it’s not been identified as a Rebel," Codas objected.
"Well, if you’re so sure it’s a friendly, why’s it heading through Toudon to get to Baelton?" Vathion snapped. "Only reason it would be doing that is if it came from Kimidas." The man looked mortified and ducked back to his work. Vathion settled back in his chair again and pulled up his screen. His shoulder sent a shot of pain up his neck and down his spine as he removed the sling in order to access his keyboard. "I want the shuttle bay secured and security ready. Get some techies in there with cutters."
"Cutters?" someone asked. Vathion looked up, finding his replacement weapons officers were Wo'Etho and Wo'Tionus from second shift.
"What? We’re supposed to wait until they want to come out? You two," he gestured left handed at the two weapons officers, "are ordered to quit questioning me all the time. I've put up with it this long, and it's only gotten Chira killed and me shot. So do you comply?" Vathion asked. "Do all of you comply?" He was definitely no longer in a good mood.
"Yes sir," Wo'Tionus said first and without hesitation. Wo'Etho repeated shortly afterwards. The other members of his first shift answered as well.
"Good. Codas, what’s long-range look like on Toudon?"
"Nothing but dust and ice." He paused, "But there’s something odd about it... you probably want to look at it yourself." He sent the image to the main screen. Vathion squinted slightly, not seeing what Codas had meant at first.
"Well," Vathion mused. "Why didn’t anyone notice that before?" The cloud, being a free-floating object in space was usually distributed evenly, and even when the occasional ship went through, it settled again fairly shortly afterwards. Now, the debris cloud was crisscrossed with distinct trails; wakes from ships.
"Pi'Farynn says they’ve got the ship and got it silenced; they’re bringing it in," Bibbole said. His ears were still laid back in distress. Everyone was still upset, and Vathion belatedly realized he should have sent them off on shift change too. Chira was their friend as well. But, there was something important going on and changing now would only cause confusion. He made a note to remind him to change soon as they had verified that the area was clear.
"We’ve arrived at Toudon perimeter," Erekdra announced, her voice tight.
"Halt here. All ships on high alert, send out one scout team each. Tell them to put some distance between us. I want as much advance warning as I can get."
A moment later Bibbole reported, "Courier ship is secured in the shuttle bay. Tech teams have been sent in."
Vathion switched his screen to a video feed of the shuttle bay to watch as his team of technicians cut their way through the hull of the courier ship. The thought that maybe it was not a Rebel ship crossed his mind, but after a breath to calm himself, Vathion decided that if it was not he could buy the people a new ship and be done with it. Better to be cautious.
It took nearly ten minutes to cut through the hull of the ship, despite being only lightly armored. As soon as the hole was cleared, his security bustled in. A shiver went up Vathion’s spine as he spotted Se’Mel amongst the crew entering the courier ship with phasers ready. Thankfully, everyone emerged a few minutes later relatively unharmed. A yellow haired woman was escorted out. She wore the Rebel navy uniform with the tabs of a communications officer on her collar. Followed by what appeared to be a young girl, perhaps fifteen, with short silver hair. Then two men.
Only one of the men had made an attempt to resist but had been subdued. They were taken to the brig immediately.
Vathion wiped a hand across his face. :Almost seems too easy,: he remarked to Kiti. Taking a breath, he let it out slowly. "I want that ship under constant watch now. No one goes in unless I’m there to give permission personally. Zandre and Logos are to work on the courier ship’s computer. Get whatever data they can off it, access only from brig station. No one else is to touch it. Shift change. You guys get some rest. Sorry I left you on duty for so long."
He fell silent then, waiting for his people to change. Tionus and Etho remained where they were as the rest of first shift left. In the meantime, he needed to start hacking into the Rebel’s computer and see what they had on file as well as the save file Kiti had made of her data.
:Vathion, take your pain medications please?:
Kiti preemptively delivered a glass of water, and suppressing his sigh, Vathion bent down to take it and fished in his pocket for the bottles Savon had given him. He squinted at the labels, unable to remember which one was which. ‘Bah. Let the Rebels cool their heels in the brig with Gatas for a few hours.’ He took one of each.
Chapter 6
He didn't recall anyone hauling him to bed, but someone apparently had. Opening his eyes, Vathion's first thought was to how much his shoulder hurt, followed by the uneasy feeling in his stomach. Staggering to his feet, he managed to make it to the bathroom just before his body violently rejected the sleeping pill he had taken earlier, and sat on the floor for a moment before calling, "Kiti, some toast and tea please?"
"Of course... Are you all right?"
"I told you sleeping pills don't agree with me."
Climbing to his feet, he went to the sink and managed to get a shaky handful of water to his mouth to rinse out the lingering taste of stomach acid.
"You should rest more," Kiti said.
Vathion used another handful of water to wipe his face. "Can't."
"Nothing's gone wrong..."
"No." He shook his head and used a hand towel to dry off. "That sleeping pill backfired. Can't sleep now." He stepped into the bedroom again and found the three bottles of pills on his bedside table, along with his requested tea and toast. "Which one's for pain?" He sat down on the edge of the bed and picked up the bottles. "And what's the third one for?"
"The Anticedesen is for pain."
He fought the bottle and dropped it as he got the top off finally. "Stupid child safety locks," he hissed under his breath, clutching his right arm against his chest as he leaned down to retrieve one of the pills.
"You shouldn't eat off the floor."
"What? You saying you don't keep it clean?" He blew the pill off and popped it into his mouth, following it with a swallow of tea and bite of toast. "A little dirt won't kill me." He covered an acidic belch and wrinkled his nose. Making quick work of the rest of the toast and tea, he stood, "where's my sling?" Not that he wanted to wear it. Daisybots delivered it from beneath the blankets. Vathion pulled it on and decided to leave off the jacket. He did pull the Tassels over his head and somehow managed to put on his belt and baton one handed.
"I think you should rest more, Ha'Vathion," Kiti insisted, but opened doors for him as he headed out of his quarters to the bridge.
Stepping onto the bridge, Vathion found third shift at their stations and Mirith curled in the admiral's chair. She looked towards the door, then got to her feet, "Those pills should've knocked out a Gant. What're you doing up?"
"So, you admit you were in on it?" Vathion asked, then quirked the corner of his mouth as he approached. "Shoulda known." He put his left arm around her waist and pulled her close.
She carefully embraced him and sighed. "Of course I was. That's why you brought me here, isn't it?"
"Never! I brought you here to piss off Bibbole!" Vathion said. Someone on the bridge sniggered. "Not collude with Savon to drug me."
Mirith's eyes widened, "Oh no. I forgot to tell Savon about your weird reactions!"
"Maybe you should get around to that?" he suggested, and kissed her neck beneath her ear.
Tipping her head, Mirith dug her fingers into the muscles of his lower back. "I'll do that," she said.
"So, what were you doing in my seat?" he asked, bemused.
"Keeping it warm for you, of course!"
"Not trying to steal my fleet?"
"Ha. After seeing what command's done to you? You couldn't pay me to take it."
Vathion moved and took a seat in his chair, bringing Mirith down to sit in his lap. "Actually commanding isn't hard," he said, "It's the getting people to do what I tell them to that's been the real pain." One of his third shift weapons officers winced.
Rolling her eyes, Mirith tucked herself against his good shoulder. "I think they'll listen to you now." She glanced at the second's seat and said, "So, who're you going to replace him with?"
"Don't know yet. Clemmis sent me a list of suggestions. I was probably going to pick from that."
"Aww, not going to make me your second?"
"Sorry, but you're not trained for it. Besides. Taking someone Clemmis suggests would be a lovely gesture after the fiasco of Gatas firing all the spies."
"Spies?" Mirith sat back slightly.
Nodding, Vathion winced as he used his right hand to access his screen. Mirith had apparently been playing Battle Fleet Graviball against Kiti. "Yes, it’s kind of a good-faith gesture... This fleet's a wild card, and the other Imperial admirals like to keep tabs on things they don't have direct control over."
Mirith nodded, "Ahh, same reason why other school systems were always sending people to our schools. Like we were some kind of zoo or lab specimens."
"Exactly. Now imagine what would happen if the principal suddenly decided that he wasn't going to allow any more visitors like that?"
"There'd be a riot. The school would get shut down and investigated."
"That'd be the least of it," Vathion agreed. "So. Gatas fired all the Imperial spies on my fleet first thing. Claiming that we didn't need information leaks like that."
She rolled her eyes. "Whatever. Making trouble more like."
"Exactly and more."
She met his eyes briefly, then nodded as she realized the further implications. "You want me to do that for you?"
"No." He had managed to get his arm set in a way that he did not need to move it again to continue working. "Pain meds are doing their job at least."
Mirith lifted the collar of his shirt to peek. "You need to get that changed."
He gave her a disgusted look. "I need to make sure nothing else is going to go wrong first." He read his messages, "And looks like Zandre needs me down at the brig station."
"Why?" Mirith folded her arms and settled firmly on his lap.
"Because. That's where I limited access to that Rebel courier ship's computer, and investigation of how Gatas got out of his room."
She flipped her hair from her face. "You stop by Medbay first," she said and got up.
"All right." He got to his feet and kissed her. "I leave the bridge to you, then."
Mirith snorted.
Leaning in, he murmured into her ear, "I like that dress. I'd like it better on the floor. Maybe later we can..."
Giggling, Mirith pushed him away, "Shoo! Away with you, scoundrel!"
Stepping away, he winked at her, heading out into the hall. "Kiti, to the brig please." Rubbing his eyes, Vathion yawned hard enough to rock him forward on his toes as he stood in the lift.
"You need to get your bandage changed."
"I'll do it after. Zandre's probably found something important."
The lift doors opened on a level Vathion was only theoretically acquainted with.
Directly ahead lay the hall that ended in cargo bay four, which was located directly above the shuttle bay at the nose of the ship. Cargo bays one through three were also on this level. These housed food supplies, repairs for internal damage to the ship, and miscellaneous storage space. They weren't generally places people went. Only cargo bay four had a regular crew that maintained it.
A chill ran down his spine, awakening his senses further.
Quickly turning to his right and heading down the hall a few feet, Vathion entered the brig where he found Zandre and Aialst bent over a terminal screen. Looking up, Zandre nodded, "Ha'Vathion."
"Your expression isn't very encouraging," Vathion said.
"Well. Kiti gave us access to the save file of her system at the time that Gatas got out," Zandre said. "He wasn't acting alone. But there's nothing that shows where she was accessed from. The hack looks like it came through from within her system."
Vathion frowned as he considered this. "Work stations, datapads, and personal computers would have left a trace," he said. Coming over to stand beside the two security officers, Vathion folded his arms, wincing slightly as he jogged his shoulder. "Go on."
"Gatas received a message at the time when the surveillance camera showed him sleeping in his room. The accomplice didn't have the time to erase it before Kiti found out and made the save file." He took a breath and let it out. "The good news is... I think we've figured out who it was."
A name surfaced immediately in Vathion's mind. He nearly said it, but instead waited for Zandre. There was no need to implicate someone who could be innocent just because of a mild dislike for the person. 'Mild? I hate the guy's guts for no reason whatsoever.' Besides, why steal Zandre's accomplishment? There was no need.
Vathion tipped his chin up, indicating for Zandre to continue.
"Mel Haaki. Aialst and I have run through the data from the captured courier, and it had him listed as a contact." He looked pained. Mel had been on the ship for around four years, working his way up the ranks in security to third shift brig. That was about as close to being Natan's guard as one got without being his friend.
"It's not your fault," Vathion reassured. "No one else suspected either. I've got him listed as just being Huran's man. He's never done anything to draw attention to himself before."
"He got Natan..." Zandre looked down, "It had to have been him."
"You didn't look surprised," Aialst said. She eyed him with a slight quirk of her brows. Vathion shrugged with one shoulder. She continued, "We have several other names, too. People on Baelton and Marak. It all correlates with the theory that people were getting supplies from stations and going to Toudon with them," she said.
Vathion nodded.
"We've compiled a report and sent it to you already."
"We would have met you in your office, but Logos and Luth are off duty and we'll need them later to cover this station."
"Right." Vathion nodded again, "Good call. Don't need to leave the brig, and this station, unattended when we've got Rebels aboard who are capable of hacking Kiti. Have you questioned the guests yet?"
"No. We wanted you present for that as well," Aialst said.
"I'm sorry!" Kiti said, interrupting the conversation, "I've been looking for him, but I can't find Mel Haaki anywhere! I've even got Daisybots out running the halls. I've notified Se'Logos and Se'Luth. They're on their way... I think."
Zandre straightened. "You think?"
Sounding distraught now, Kiti said, "None of my cameras are working right now. All the feeds have been looped. I've been blinded!"
"I think, Ha'Vathion, you should return to the officer's level," Aialst said. The lights flickered.
"I think it's too late for that," Vathion said, drawing his shock baton left handed.
Aialst grabbed his right arm, yanking him back away from the door, behind her and Zandre. "You mind your place," she said firmly. "You pay us to protect you, so don't go doing anything stupid."
Hissing in pain, Vathion leaned against the station desk. Lowering his voice, Vathion said to his guards, "We should try to make it to the lift. Kiti can back up the important information in this terminal." He hoped anyway.
Glancing back, Zandre nodded and took the lead. Pulling out his phaser, he put his shoulder against the wall next to the door before pressing the code to open it manually. Once the door opened, he popped his head out briefly to look, then ducked back in. "Clear," he mouthed, then stepped into the hall. Aialst immediately moved behind Vathion, hurrying him out the door after Zandre, watching their back trail, her phaser armed.
Blaster shots scattered across the wall and Aialst immediately shoved Vathion down, hitting his wounded shoulder once again. Zandre fired several shots down the hall before suddenly jerking and dropping to the floor, blood dripping down the side of his head. An ice cube skittered across the floor. Vathion stared as realization dawned, then lifted his head to look at Mel as the man dropped from the ventilation grate in the ceiling. 'So that's how he got Natan without leaving a trace!'
"You really thought you could get away from me?" He laughed, lifting his arms out, "Come now. Natan couldn't, and you're nothing compared to him." Aiming his gun, he smiled casually.
"Stop!" Gatas roared. Mel glanced up.
Aialst moved quickly, putting herself between Vathion and Mel.
"Ha'Likka might want that one for herself," Gatas continued. "He at least needs to pay for the embarrassments he's put me through!"
"You and your pride." Mel snorted.
The lift doors opened. The buzz-crack of a blaster shot sounded in his ear. Aialst's weight settled on him more firmly before sliding limply to the floor. Horrified, Vathion dropped the corpse and pressed back against the wall as Mel grabbed his left arm, hauling him up. "You move and I'll shoot him!" Mel shouted, then turned to Gatas and the other four Rebels. "You, get to cargo bay four. There's a lift there."
Staggering as he was pulled to his feet, Vathion focused his eyes to find he was facing Luth and Logos. Mel twisted his arm harder. The shock baton slipped from his grip. Slowly, Mel began to back up, dragging Vathion with him, blaster pressed against his neck.
:Kiti! Do something!:
:I can't! I can't even see you!:
:What about the cargo lift? Can you do something to it?:
It took Kiti a moment to answer, but when she did, his heart sank. :It's no longer under my control. There's some kind of sub-program that's taken over my cameras and several other key areas.:
:At least get Savon down here. Zandre and Aialst might be... badly injured.:
:Yes sir.:
By the time he had finished communicating with Kiti, they had reached the cargo bay. Mel was forced to transfer Vathion over to one of the other Rebels; a blue haired man that smelled mildly putrid. Vathion couldn't tell what it was, but guessed drugs. Looking around, he found that the blonde woman had taken the silver haired girl's hand. Gatas had Vathion's baton. The other rebel man had another blaster and was jumping around, waving it. Thankfully, he was pointing it at the floor.
Mel worked the controls of the lift, and beneath them, the doors to the shuttle bay ground open. The cargo lift began to sink towards the shuttle bay.
"I've got a transport fired up and ready," Mel said.
"You've blown your cover," the rebel holding Vathion said.
"It was blown the moment they caught you," Mel snapped. "What happened to Need To Know? Why was my name on that computer?"
The lift rattled to a stop a short distance above the shuttle bay floor and began rising again. "Bloody!" Mel shouted and leapt. The two ladies did the same, following Mel as he ran across the bay. A Xarian transport sat running with the hatch open. Vathion staggered as he was pulled off the moving platform by the last Rebel man. He tripped on the several foot-wide gap and fell to his knees. The edges of his vision grayed out as he was roughly hauled up. Gatas hesitated a moment and jumped, staggering as his bad knee couldn't handle the strain of his landing. Straightening, he limped after the others.
Vathion continued to miss steps as he tried to catch his breath and think of some way to stop them from taking him. He came up blank. A corner of his mind muttered, ‘Kiti shouldn’t have been so easy to hack. Who could have done this? Obviously someone who had been here for a while… But how did they do it without leaving a trace? What's already inside her system?’ Several minibots scurried across the floor as Kiti tried to keep track of what was going on. Vathion's eyes widened as realization dawned on him.
Gatas glanced back. With a roar of frustration, he roughly grabbed Vathion’s other shoulder.
War Eagle's engines roared to life, and the Raptor lifted off the floor and turned towards them.
Movement caught Vathion's eye and he looked to find the lift doors opening. Logos and Luth came hustling out of the lift, firing their phasers at the escaping Rebels. Paymeh shot across the shuttle bay floor, straight towards him. The moment of déjà vu was broken when Mel began firing his blaster at the hyphokos.
"Quit stalling!" Gatas shouted and brought the shock baton across Vathion’s face.
Electricity crackled through him just as Paymeh struck and squirmed into Vathion’s syote sack.
:You’re not going to be any safer here!:
‘Safer? Paymeh, what’s going on?’
The room spun suddenly, the detached and confused portion of his mind abruptly fell silent. As though something were being pulled free from the inside of his head, pain lanced through him.
Gatas swung the baton down again, striking Vathion directly in the face. He felt his nose break. Blood pulsed in his ears, in his vision. Arcs of electricity made his body twitch violently. Gatas furiously swung the baton again, like a club, slamming it into Vathion's back. Something cracked and new agony lanced through him with every labored breath. Lights flashed above him, he was moving again, the smell of burnt flesh filled his senses.
Breathing hurt so much; he could not even scream when Paymeh suddenly disengaged, taking what felt like half his brains with him.
Gatas swung around, connecting the end of the baton with Paymeh and sent the hyphokos flying towards the lift.
Darkness closed in, releasing Vathion from his agony.
* * *
Miki dashed aboard the transport and threw herself into a seat three chairs from the front alcove. Ahead, the brown haired man who had saved them proceeded towards the control chair at the front. He began tapping out commands. The transport’s engines picked up in pitch and she felt the ship begin lifting off, even before Bez and their prisoner were fully in the hatch. Jimma dropped into a seat directly behind the brown haired man, and Illan took the one across from him.
Her lips pressed in a hard line, Miki thought at her Hyphokos. :Oh Karo, Why couldn't I have just gotten away?: They had been on a simple mission: go to Baelton alert their people there to take over the station while the fleet in Toudon made their strike on Marak in preparation for a three sided strike on Heartland.
They had not even made it out of Toudon.
'I'm never going to get away from her.'
:No one knew the Natan Fleet would be waiting, Miki,: Karo said.
:Doesn't mean that Mother won't still be angry.:
The brown haired man that had saved them, Se’Mel, she recalled reading on his name tag, glared at Jimma and turned back towards the transport’s scanner readouts. The transport was not exactly the most practical of getaway vehicles. "I sent a message ahead to the fleet. They’ll meet us halfway. Even if they run, the Natan Fleet won’t get away," Mel said.
"Can’t believe they’re not shooting at us," Bez muttered from his seat near the back, where he had sat after dropping Ha’Vathion's limp body on the aisle floor like a sack of tubers. He made a wet thump. The small confines of the transport began to smell like blood.
In the front alcove, Mel set the air cooler and the scent scrubbers on high.
"They wouldn’t dare kill the brat," Gatas said and prodded Vathion again. There was no response. He slammed the high-powered baton into Vathion's unresponsive form. There was a sickening crack.
"Hey! Quit that! We’ll only get paid if we bring him back alive!" Jimma snapped.
Reluctantly, Gatas settled down, powering off the baton as he finally took the seat behind Miki and to her left.
Mel folded his arms, lips set in a scowl. "How did you guys get caught anyway? And why is there information about me in your computers?"
"I don't know!" Jimma shouted, "Who are you anyway?"
Illan sighed, pushing a hand through her yellow hair, shoving it back behind her shoulder. Her hair tie had been taken when they had been captured. "There shouldn’t have been information on you," she said calmly, "Our mission had nothing to do with the Natan Fleet."
Miki swallowed and nervously glanced back at Ha’Vathion.
‘Is he alive? I can’t tell if he’s breathing…’ She could not help but think it might be a mercy to him if he were to die.
Gatas grinned, "Ha’Likka will really reward me for this."
"Reward you?" Mel snorted, "You didn’t do anything."
"I shot him!" Gatas protested.
"Illan," Jimma shouted, "Go see if the brat is alive still."
Glancing at Illan, Miki caught the older woman rolling her eyes as she got out of her seat and moved towards the back of the transport. Out of her current companions, Miki would have trusted Illan the most. She was a quiet, level-headed woman that not even Jimma dared hit. Mostly because he was trying to get into her pants.
"Make sure to tie him up good while you’re at it," Gatas said.
"What? You think he’s going anywhere?"
Miki pulled her feet into the chair with her, wrapping her arms around her knees and stared at the wall in silence. ‘Maybe Jimma’s deaf?’ she thought, and not for the first time. ‘He can’t actually hear how loud he is.’
Karo snorted. :Learned to whisper in a space port.:
Miki covered her smile by ducking her head.
"I wouldn’t underestimate him," Mel warned, "He’s Natan’s boy."
"You saying anything related to Natan’s automatically better than me?" Jimma roared, scowling back at Mel, who had the impudence to stare back. "Natan’s dead, and we’ve got his brat. All we’ve gotta do now is show Ha'Likka and we're set for life!"
"How did Natan die anyway?" Illan asked calmly.
"Walked into his own trap," Mel said and popped a disk into the drive of the computer.
"I wanna see!" Bez said, too stupid to remain silent.
"Yeah, I wanna see," Jimma said.
Mel loaded the video onto the passenger viewing screen and got up, heading back to join the others, taking the seat across the aisle from Miki, directly behind Jimma.
Miki hunched down in her seat, then looked up as Gatas came forward taking Illan’s abandoned seat.
"You know, that brat’s about your age," Mel said to Miki.
Eyes widening, Miki looked back at Vathion once more, searching for some sign that he was younger than he looked. All she saw was a man with graying skin and growing bruises lying tied in a puddle of blood. Tearing her gaze away, Miki chewed on the inside of her cheek. ‘Of course I’m not the only one to get pulled into this by my parents.’
Mel put his feet on the back of Jimma’s chair and kicked a few times, "Yeah. Too bad his lizard abandoned him, or he might actually be a problem. The little prick’s just like his father. Poking around into stuff he had no business in."
Illan, finished with her inspection of their prisoner, took a seat in the chair beside him, wiping her hands on the upholstery in distaste. Whatever state the boy admiral was in, she was keeping it to herself. Miki glanced back again, asking with a silent look.
The yellow haired woman gave the slightest shake of her head. Unsure of what that meant, Miki sat back in her seat, looking ahead once more.
On the passenger viewing screen, a view of the Xarian’s cargo bay four appeared.
"Everything’s about ready," Natan was saying.
"You’re really going to do this to him? And Hasabi?" another man Miki did not recognize said.
"I know," Natan said. "But I’ve gotta find out who’s been trying to kill me."
"Aww! Fast forward!" Jimma demanded, "I want to see the cool part!"
"I think it’s someone in security," Natan continued, despite Jimma’s protests.
"Is that why you left Zandre and Logos out of this?" the other man asked, "You can’t seriously suspect them."
"I don’t know who to trust anymore," Natan said. "I’m even nervous about trusting you with any of it."
"C’mon, you know me."
"About as well as I know Logos and Zandre, but..."
Miki glanced up, just in time to see the other man pat Natan on the shoulder.
"I think you’re getting paranoid in your old age," the man said and walked away.
A moment later, something whizzed from the shadows to strike the back of Natan’s head. He keeled forward, landing on his face.
Eyes glued to the screen in horror, knowing that something terrible was about to happen, Miki sank lower in her chair, but was unable to block view of the screen in time.
Natan moaned and rolled over, calling, "Valef," then opened his eyes. His whole body jerked as his hyphokos ran for its life, and with a sickening sound, the crate hit.
Feeling ill, Miki swallowed and opened her eyes to look towards Vathion’s bruised and bloody face. Jimma cawed his obnoxious laugh up front. Miki looked at Vathion, stomach rolling as they played the tape again. With Mel beside her, she did not dare move to join him in the back. Her eyes fell on Illan.
‘I can join her, though…’ Getting up, she slipped into the seat behind Mel, turned sideways in the chair, to face Illan across the aisle.
The woman was staring at her hands.
"Is he?" Miki mouthed when the woman looked towards her. The silver haired girl gave a significant nod towards Ha’Vathion.
Illan shrugged.
Still unsure of what that meant, Miki shifted position in her chair to lean down towards him. Faintly, she heard the wet pop-gurgle of his breathing. It came irregularly, and labored, but it was there.
:Still alive… I wish he wasn’t.: Karo said.
:That’s awful.:
:I only wish it for his sake, Miki. You know what your mother is going to do to him.:
Leaning back, her gaze went to his face once again. Karo’s quick move kept her from screaming in terror as her eyes met his dull green stare. Holding still for a moment, she licked her lips, then leaned forward to whisper into Vathion’s upturned ear, "I’ll help you, much as I can... But I doubt it’ll be much. I’m sorry." Miki retreated again and hunched down against the wall as Vathion closed his eyes once more. Whether he had actually understood what she had said or not, she did not know.
Sighing, she covered her ears and put her face against her knees, hearing the loud boom of the crate hitting the floor again and Jimma’s cackling.
In the control alcove, a soft peeping began to sound. Mel got to his feet and headed up front to check. "Get ready to disembark," he said.
Almost on cue, the transport was swallowed by Ha'Likka's flagship, the Shidatan, and settled to the shuttle by floor with a thump. Miki winced.
With Vathion captured, the Natan Fleet was effectively beheaded. Miki dearly hoped that the latter news would appease her mother. :It doesn't matter. I’m going to get it. Mother will blame me anyway!:
:I wish we could do something,: Karo said softly. He could do nothing, though. What was one frail Hyphokos against a Gilon? All Likka had to do was throw him against a wall. Like she had done with her last Bond.
:It wouldn't have worked anyway. I'm not old enough to be out on my own.:
As if reading her mind, Illan glanced at her, expression regretful.
Miki’s eyes were drawn back towards their prisoner. His eyes were still closed, lying partially on his side and bound by his own Tassels, but something had changed. Or more, it was still changing. His Bondstone glowed brightly, shifting from one color to another. Karo suddenly felt ill.
:What’s wrong?:
:Nothing… Just stay away from him.:
:What?:
Her contemplation of their prisoner was cut short as the transport door opened and several security members pushed past her. They roughly grabbed Vathion's arms and dragged him from the transport.
Mel got to his feet, heading out after them. He flashed a grin at Miki, "Heh. Not so tough after all, is he?"
Miki looked at the murderer briefly. Karo did not like the man, and neither did Miki. She refused to answer, refused to meet his gaze. He shrugged and headed off the stolen transport. The others followed, but Illan remained.
"I'm sorry," she whispered, "I tried to help you." She left then.
Miki shivered and got to her feet. There was nothing she could do. Even if she did take the stolen transport, she did not know how to pilot it, nor would it get far, even if it was one of the models fitted with Jump engines. It was slow, easily tracked, and she would not get far with it.
Heading out of the transport, she stepped into the Hauler class Shidatan's shuttle bay. Unsurprisingly, one of her mother's scent deaf goons had been waiting for her, standing next to the transport ramp. The large man took hold of her arm and roughly dragged her towards the lifts.
Chapter 7
"VATHION!"
Natan dove to the side and hit the floor hard, landing on his face. The cold of the floor shocked the sense from him. He lay there for a time, arm pinned beneath him, realizing slowly that his backside was completely uncovered and sticking in the air. It made no sense.
‘Something’s wrong… I have to… have… to…’ He couldn't remember, but it involved getting up.
The room swam in his vision.
It felt like a hangover; like his brains would slosh out of his ears if he moved too fast. His eyes focused on his surroundings and at last he realized he was staring at the underside of a desk.
Savon’s office, he recognized at last. He had been there a time or two before, mostly recently to check on the clone he had been making. The cot he was lying beside had not been there before...
‘Why was I on a cot in Savon’s office? In a medical gown?’
From his position on the floor, he could feel the decking vibrating. It was not a vibration he was familiar with, but when an explanation of some sort bubbled up from the depths of his mind, he just accepted that the Xarian was going really fast.
The door swished open and someone wearing a white coat and the Fleet uniform came rushing over to him. Blood was splattered on her coat. Carefully lifting him off the floor, Savon set him back against the cot and immediately pulled out a small light to shine in his eyes.
"Ahg!" Natan winced and pulled his head away, "Why would you do that?" He coughed to clear his throat.
Savon was biting her lip. "Natan?" she asked, almost breathless.
"Who else would it be?" He winced and shifted. There was something wrong. Something there, but missing. "Paymeh?"
Shuffling under his medical gown, Natan slipped his fingers into the slit in his side, feeling around briefly before finding Paymeh's tail. "Paymeh?" he asked again, but there was no answer. "Paymeh?" Panic took him this time, and he gripped the hyphokos's tail and pulled gently. The feeling was strange. Paymeh did not struggle as he was removed and Natan quickly laid his friend on the floor, hands shaking.
Savon immediately took over, checking the hyphokos's vital signs. "He... must have gotten wounded in the fight," she said.
"Wounded? Fight?" He looked down at Paymeh's still body. "Paymeh! Wake up!"
Pushing his hands aside, Savon gathered the corpse off the floor. "I'll take care of this, Natan. Everything's a mess and he told me we needed you. So he saved you. So go do your job. It's what he died for."
"What?" Natan struggled to his feet, "What are you talking about? What is going on?"
Shaking her head slowly, she swallowed, "What do you remember last?"
Curling his hands in his hair, he breathed. "I don’t know yet. Oh Ancestors. Give me something for this mother of a headache, please?" His last ‘please’ came out in a pained whimper.
Taking the body to her desk, Savon laid it down, then got something from one of her drawers. Returning with a hypospray she pressed it against his neck, injecting the dose and left to put it away and bring a cup of water. "Here, drink this," she said.
"Where’s... where’s Valef? Where’s Vathion... he was here. I..." Natan sat down abruptly on the cot behind him. "Remember last... what do I remember last? I was standing on the bridge... thinking about Gatas’s dumb attempts to kill me and then Vathion was standing next to me and asked me what to do about Gatas. Vath... Vath said he’d locked Gatas in his room for two weeks." He put his head in his hands. "He said... he said I was dead."
Savon was staring at him.
Turning his head, Natan looked at her in confusion, "What happened? Why am I in here? I mean, in your office? And why are you staring at me like that?"
Biting her lower lip, Savon blinked a few times, eyes suspiciously wet as she swallowed and replied, "You died..."
It was his turn to stare.
Pulling her chair out, she took a seat and rubbed her palms on her knees. "Paymeh... You went into the cargo bay. I don't know why, but you did and Mel Haaki found you and Valef there. He killed both of you, but Paymeh pulled your mind out. You've been dead for the last month and a half. Physically anyway. Paymeh dumped your mind into Vathion."
He rocked a little with every breath. "That's impossible. I mean... Hyphokos do it to each other. But they can't... don't pick up entire personalities and memories and everything that goes with being an individual. They... can't..."
"Paymeh proved that they can, and this is our secret now. We can't tell anyone else. As far as the rest of the Empire is concerned, you went on vacation, freaked out and went on a crusade against germs, joined a convent, or went on an undercover mission. If they actually believed the funeral urn they saw in that stupid show, they think it was a clue that you faked your death. Vathion went well out of his way to cover up what happened first thing when he got here. He was a smart boy."
"Was?" Natan staggered towards her. "Was? What do you mean was?"
She closed her eyes tightly before lifting her gaze to meet his. "Paymeh... might have killed Vathion pulling you out."
Opening his mouth, he tried to find words, but they fled him, as did his breath. His legs refused to support him further and Natan dropped to the floor. He clutched Savon's knees desperately, silently willing her to take it back, to say she was kidding or lying or something. When she did not, he finally gasped enough air to speak, "Where's his body?" he demanded, "Where? I want to see..."
"I don't have it," she said softly, "Mel, Gatas, and some rebels Vathion caught stole a transport and took him with them. The new fighters all activated and tried to prevent the escape, but all they did was nearly destroy the shuttle bay. Kiti hadn't fully restored all her functionality by that time and couldn't close the doors... I'm sorry."
The first sob took him by surprise.
Savon slid her chair back to kneel on the floor, arms encircling his shoulders.
* * *
Ha’Likka stared down her nose from where she sat behind her desk in the bridge office. She was not a tall woman, but still well-built. Her silver hair was tied into a braid today, wrapped around her head like the crown of an Empress. Her icy blue eyes were daggers as she pierced her gaze through the group of six that stood facing her.
Miki tried to hide behind Illan, grateful that the woman either had not noticed or was not bothered by being used as a shield. Likka took a slow breath, her face pale with rage. Jimma explained what had happened, at first trying his best to appear professional. When that did not gain him any softening of expression, he tried to blame Bez for their being discovered. Bez had blubbered.
"Another operation ruined," she shouted at last, getting to her feet. "Pi’Jimma, you disgrace his Imperial Highness! Your lack of loyalty, cowardice, and general idiocy has cost us hundreds of hours, countless lives, and much-needed supplies! Now all my plans are trash and I will have to find a new way to secure Marak! Do you understand what this means?"
Jimma was silent for once, staring at Likka with his mouth open. There was nothing he could say.
Likka stepped around her desk, hand resting on the hilt of her saber. "Pi’Jimma, you are charged with treason."
"Wh-but I didn’t!" Jimma objected as Likka drew her saber. Any further objections he had were silenced as he slid from her blade to the floor.
"Dara, call Se’Lekad to remove this trash." Rounding on Bez and Illan, Likka snarled, "Let that be a lesson to you both. Now get out!"
Illan backed up a step, giving a salute, even as her other hand moved to keep Miki behind her, carefully guiding the girl towards the door.
"Miki," Likka snarled. "I didn’t dismiss you."
Blood freezing, Miki watched as Illan finally stepped past, mouth carefully moving ‘I’m sorry.’
:This isn’t going to be good...: Karo observed.
Standing awkwardly near the door as Likka faced Gatas and Mel, Miki bit her lower lip, heart thundering in her chest. Gatas was smirking, Mel looked bland as ever. "Mel," Likka stated, "I’ve reviewed your file as well as the videos you brought. Brilliantly played. You deserve the reward you were promised." Picking a disk up from her desk, she held it out to him. "Here is your new assignment. You’re to report for duty immediately."
Gatas shifted a little, looking eager. "As for you... Your repeated failures are nothing to be proud of." She picked up another disk, "However, I’m loathe to throw away someone with your experience. Here is your new assignment." Taking the disk, Gatas fondled it excitedly. Likka’s lips twisted into a smirk as she stated, "Dismissed."
Mel saluted, expression still unreadable as he headed out the door, walking past Miki without looking at her. Gatas gave her a disgusted look, but thankfully said nothing.
The door closed with a hiss that sent a shiver up Miki’s spine.
The corpse on the floor continued to bleed across the carpet. There were other similar stains scattered across the room.
"You," Likka said quietly as she strode towards her daughter. "You little twit!" Lifting a hand, palm open, she swung it hard enough to knock Miki sideways several steps. "You useless little twit! Worthless! Just like the Hyphokos!" Swinging her hand again, she pounded Miki in the back, sending the girl to her knees this time. "I should have killed you at birth!"
Clutching the carpeting, Miki wheezed for air, tears stinging her eyes as she was kicked in the ribs several times, the toe of Likka's boot catching Miki directly in the syote sack. Karo's presence burst in Miki's mind like a bubble and she knew he had been wounded terribly.
"You’re a disgrace to me! I should have gotten rid of you! You’re just as worthless as those Hyphokos! Always going behind my back, undermining my authority! Don’t think I didn’t see what that woman said to you!" Likka kicked again, sending Miki sprawling across the floor. The next kick caught her in the side of the head.
Knowing it was useless to try to defend herself, Miki remained where she was until Likka stalked away, returning to her desk. "I’m assigning you new duties now. And I’ll be watching you. If you screw up again, I'll kill you! Get out."
Staggering to her feet, Miki ran for the door, hitting it before it had fully opened and slid through, running at full speed through the bridge and into the hall beyond. Sobbing, she slammed against the wall next to the lift as she was forced to wait for it to arrive.
People walked past but none dared speak to her.
They knew the consequences.
Chapter 8
Savon released him and stood to get another glass of water. "Kiti, bring Ha’Natan something to wear." Returning to him with the water and clothes, Savon swallowed, "I have one more piece of bad news."
He lifted a hand, forestalling her. "I know," he said quietly, "Zandre didn't make it." Natan slowly lifted his eyes to her face. "Vathion was there. He saw. I saw." Taking the water and clothes, he got to his feet. Draining half the cup, he set it down on her desk next to Paymeh and began getting dressed. "Have his body properly creamated and packed. I’ll have Kiti provide the address, next time we’re in port, send it out. What of the woman?"
"She was dead before she hit the floor."
Natan nodded, "Not sure where to send her. The other guy. Would he know?"
"Probably. I’ll ask him as soon as possible."
"Thank you. I need to get to the bridge. We were being chased, right?"
Savon twisted her fingers together, "Are you all right?"
"No," Natan said, stopping in the process of pulling his Tassels on. "But I really don’t have a choice right now."
Stepping closer, Savon took the Tassels from his hands and lifted them over his head. Settling them into place, she adjusted them slightly then straightened his jacket and dusted nonexistent lint from the shoulders.
Catching her hands, Natan put on a smile and kissed her fingers. "I’ll get all this straightened out and then things will be all right." He released her hands and took a step towards the door.
"Wait," she said. He turned at the door to look at her. "I want you to come down here every morning before first shift. I want to make sure that nothing goes wrong with your new body. You’re going through a lot of changes all at once, so you must eat and sleep often!"
He nodded. "Yes, of course."
"Natan!" She grabbed his bicep, "You better do what I tell you to!"
Forcing a laugh, he waved his hand dismissively, "Sure! Don’t worry about it!"
Savon went grim. "If you want to never go through puberty, and have only a theoretical interest in the opposite sex for the rest of your life, Natan, then you can blow me off, but I’m sure Hasabi would be real disappointed."
Natan paled. Sure she had made her point, I’Savon released him.
"I hadn't expected Paymeh to dump you back in this soon. We'd only talked about it this morning. He was going to pull you out a little at a time to spare Vathion."
Lifting a hand, Natan shook his head, "Enough. Write a report or something." Turning, he headed out the door and through medbay.
The lift ride was short, and the doors opened to a pair of blasters leveled at head height. Well, head-height for a normal Gilon. The blasters were around shoulder-level for him.
"Gyah!" Natan yelped and leapt back. "What's the big idea? They've already done their damage and taken off! No need to go destroying the lifts too!"
Slowly, Logos and a man Natan vaguely recognized lowered their weapons. Heaving a sigh, Natan strode past them and on towards the bridge. "What kind of mess are we in now?" he asked as he entered and headed for his seat. First shift had just started, according to the time in the corner of screen one above Erekdra. First shift, except for Tionus and Etho, who were actually second shift weapons officers. He stared in confusion before it came to him. 'Chira's dead. Gatas shot her too. Arih has probably retired...'
:Eat something, your body hasn’t been fed yet,: Kiti said as Daisybots delivered a plate and drink to him.
"Thanks Kiti," he said as he picked up the plate and looked at the contents of the glass he had been given, sure that it was probably highly nutritional, but it certainly did not look appetizing. He paused, :Wait. How did I get implants?:
:You installed them in this body so I could pilot it to the cargo bay, remember?:
:Oh yeah.: Lifting his eyes, he caught his bridge crew all staring at him. "Have I got something in my hair?" he asked.
"You were dead, last we heard," Erekdra pointed out. Her expression was foreboding.
He sat back in his chair, "Well, obviously I'm not." He balanced his glass on the arm of his chair and pulled his screen over. "Why is this not working?"
"You have to run Battle Fleet," Kiti replied.
Natan snorted in amusement. "Glad he figured that out," he muttered and used his creator password to log in. Shaking his head, he asked, "What’s our status? Where are we going?"
When he received no answer, Natan looked up again. "What's wrong with you?"
"No, Natan, what is wrong with you?" Erekdra demanded, turning around entirely. "You made us think you were dead!"
Wo'Etho looked over at her, then at Natan. Tionus had swiveled his chair around completely and sat with his arms folded, chewing the inside of his cheek.
"Gatas was trying to kill me!" Natan snapped back, "I let him and the other traitor aboard think they got me while I worked on a few things."
"You tricked Vathion too, didn't you?" Codas asked, hunched down in his chair.
"Yes. I had to." He took a breath and let it out. "And I'm sorry for that. But this isn't exactly the time or place to ream me for it. What is our status?"
Codas said, "We’re currently running away from the Toudon Debris Cloud. Six ships of unknown size are revving up to Jump, heading towards Kimidas. Judging by how long it’s taking them to get to speed, they’re huge. A large number of ships are coming after us. Kiti sent out the order without permission to run and so that's what we're doing... But, uh, there was a transport launched." He swallowed. "Was Ha'Vathion on it?"
"Sound alarm. Battle stations," Natan said, choosing not to answer Codas's question.
Bibbole said, "The transport ship sent a message to the hidden Rebels as it left. I think it was picked up by one of the ships heading towards Kimidas."
"Ha’Natan," Codas said curtly, "Enemy Sports have caught up with us."
"Defensive formation," Natan said as he accessed scanners from his right hand screen. Ten Sport class ships were moving into a double-column formation aimed at the center of Natan's forces. In response, the Natan Fleet ships faced their attackers, the four Haulers moving towards the back.
"Why is Episode moving there?" Natan asked after a second, watching as Episode 34 moved high and right in their octagon formation, a placement that would have normally put her blind side towards open space. "My Haulers need to get back in. Ancestors! I leave you alone for a little bit and you completely forget what it means when I say 'Defensive Formation'?" And the Haulers kept moving back, even as the other ships moved farther apart.
"You might want to look at Vathion's upgrades," Codas suggested sourly. "Or maybe, you know, trust us?"
"Right..." Natan said partially under his breath and pulled up another window to view the Fleet specs. "Huh. I knew Vath had issues with the Fleet’s but... I didn’t know he’d go to such... extremes..." His brows rose. "But where did he get the money for this? Not that I’m complaining!" He grinned. Not only was the firepower doubled, but range as well. This was going to be interesting. "Why are there third wings on my Haulers? Nice work on Cinnamon though. That extra level looks like it was part of the original design." He shook his head, "Dump our first shift Ferrets. I assume he's done something nice to those as well?"
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