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Evelyn popped a Valium and some speed before she'd woken up
enough even for coffee. Drugs were the easiest way to stay sane in
the city. Ten million people emoting in forty square miles wasn't
the easiest thing to cope with, but the combination of uppers and
downers caused enough of a phase shift that she was still perfectly
on the ball and rational, but not bothered by any of the press. She
was getting a new partner today, or she wouldn't be in town at all.
Hopefully the new partner would be followed shortly by a retreat to
the 'burbs for training together, or, if she was lucky and got a
vet instead of some greenhorn, right into some low-grade
mission. 

Everything had started to kick in by the time she's finished her
cup of coffee, and Evelyn enjoyed the cessation of people as she
showered quickly and dressed in a conservative skirt-suit. Glancing
at her watch as she tugged on her gloves, she forwent her second
cup and left the hotel room. It was a quick ride to HQ despite the
traffic of the start of the work day, and the company car pulled up
to the sidewalk in front of the glass-and-steel monstrosity a full
ten minutes before she'd expected. Passing through the revolving
glass doors, she waved at Shawn at reception before pressing eye
and thumb to the sensors that marked private territory. She could
have had Shawn buzz her in, but that would mean interacting with
him, and it would be awkward after kicking him out of her hotel
room last year with no explanation. Her handler's office stood open
down the hall, and she sauntered in. She assumed the man standing
in front of the desk was Mikhail, her new partner, and she assessed
him quickly; young, brunet, fit. Also not projecting, which was
weird, and made her a little uneasy; almost everyone projected
emotions of some sort. But he wasn't a Null; he didn't show up
blank. He just apparently didn't feel anything. Even through the
light and pleasant fog of medication, her handler showed up as a
mildly impatient cloud. So she sat in one of the chairs in front of
Charles' desk and crossed her legs and said nothing to either of
them.








Five minutes late; for anyone else this would have been
unforgivable, but the woman he was being assigned to was supposedly
top-notch and so concessions would have to be made. He dialed up
the input from his Nullspec chip to tune out his rising irritation;
empathy specialist psykers could pick up on that and at least a
neutral working relationship would be far more productive. There, a
ping on his neural-net, finally "Evelyn Green" had just passed the
checkpoint. Mikhail brought up her dossier to refresh what he knew
on her; beta plus level psyker of the House Green, processed at the
unusually young age of 3, and erratic mood swings combined with
imbalanced chemical levels and self medication gave her a
reputation as a crazy bitch.

Mikhail's mobile-eye displayed a blonde woman approaching the
door to Charle's office; assuming this was Evelyn he shunted his
data-streams to the side and turned to greet her.

"LCpl Mikhail Czerwinski 2nd InfoWar Group, reporting for
instructor assignment." He recited, waiting till she was seated to
snap off a crisp salute.

Evelyn rolled her head back to look up at him in all his
clean-cut fresh-scrubbed school-boy glory, then looked at Charles.
"Really?"

She preferred veterans, because they required less breaking in.
She also had greatly disliked the one other InfoWar tech she'd been
partnered with; they usually came seriously augmented, which would
explain why she wasn't getting readings from him. Tech geeks tended
to be fond of Nullspec chips, which dampened all emotion. And they
often had metacortexes, which always made Evelyn feel outdated and
stupid and angry. All in all not her favorite sort of person.
Without looking at him, she said, "Nice to meet you, Mikhail. I'm
Evelyn."

Charles smiled a little, and looked down at his papers to hide
it. "Well, now that we're all here, I have your mission briefing.
You two get three weeks to get used to each other, then you're
running recon in Tahiti; we've been seeing some weird activity
there, but it shouldn't be anything you can't handle. You're paired
for the next three months. Any questions?"

Straightening one glove, Evelyn shook her head and stood. "Come
on, tech-boy."

Charles was used to her abruptness by now, and to the fact that
she never had any questions and never stayed in HQ longer than
absolutely necessary. He didn't particularly like the complete lack
of respect, but he put up with it, since she was the only beta plus
their entire branch had had in the last twenty years. They all made
concessions to Evelyn, and almost always without any prompting on
her part. The woman was literally one in about twenty-five
thousand, with the rate of empaths among the psykers and the
additional rarity of beta-plus level empaths, and one in an
incalculably bigger pool for being willing and psychologically able
to handle Security. He'd ping the necessary documents to her email
in a week, once she and Mikhail would be over the
getting-to-know-you phase and on to specialized training for their
mission. Not that it would require all that much, just a solid
grasp of their cover as siblings vacationing.

She pinged a request for a driver as she and her new partner
were leaving the building, and was pleasantly surprised to find one
waiting as they hit the sidewalk; usually some jackass higher up
had dibbs on anyone remotely nearby. Sliding into the car, Evelyn
tossed the address to the driver with a flick across her PDA's
screen.

Watching Evelyn, Mikhail grinned mentally as she bent over an
archaic PDA, usually reserved for the eccentric or those who were
mentally damaged to the point of being unable to link in through a
neural interface to the local net; he hadn't seen one since he
reverse-engineered his grandfather's.

"Any neural damages I should know about that might compromise
the mission?" he queried.

"Fuck you and the horse you rode in on," she said without much
animosity. "Some of us like being human." 

The car pulled up in front of the hotel, a utilitarian building
of white stone, and Evelyn alighted on the sidewalk without
speaking, expecting Mikhail to follow her. She really didn't like
implants, even though she knew it was paranoid and silly to be
afraid of their malfunctioning. That, and all of her abilities were
hers; bred in the bone and trained hard. She wasn't like the
empaths at the focus of the Empath Wars; if she went nuts and
snapped, shattering people around her, it would be because she was
nuts, not because of some electrical blip. 

She slid her thumb at the reception desk and proceeded upstairs.
"Have you eaten breakfast yet?"

Mikhail glanced at her, checking that she was serious. It was a
little after eleven hundred. And apparently she was serious. "Uh,
yeah, but I could go for lunch."

"Okay, good, we'll get to know each other over room service."
She was craving waffles, and pinged the order to the kitchen before
the elevator arrived. "My room is four-oh-five if you want to ping
down your order. So, you know any empaths other than me?" A valid
question; psykers with any noticeable ability were a minority of
the population, and natural empaths a further minority of that
population.

"My sister," Mikhail responded, "although she's barely a Delta
class." He shrugged; this woman definitely was out of the norm, or
possibly a psych ward; either way he had better get along with her
long enough to at least go up a grade. All personnel in Security
and Information needed a tour with one of the active empaths for a
chance at promotion beyond a certain level, despite it's
irrelevance to things like InfoWars. It was some combination of
sensitivity training, getting to know all aspects of their field,
and a torturous gauntlet meant to weed out those who couldn't tough
it out. "Do you do anything outside of VSI?"

Evelyn snorted. "Not really. Read, I guess. I take it this is
your first time outside the classroom?" The job was everything for
most of them; the terrible cliches about agents married to their
jobs existed for a reason. It felt irresponsible to get too
entangled with people on the outside when you'd spend weeks or
month in other countries, or need to work for days straight, and
might die or snap or burn out with very little warning. Some took
spouses, started families, as an attempt to stay anchored in the
real world. Evelyn wasn't one of them, and couldn't see sustaining
that kind of delusion. She loved her job, she was her job, and she
wasn't so cruel she'd try to pretend that wasn't true and drag in
someone else.

Thumbing open her room, she waved Mikhail in. There was a small
table with two chairs in one corner of the room, and she gestured
vaguely towards that before stripping off her gloves and throwing
them on the bed. "So, I hope you don't have much to pack up, since
we're headed out of town right after breakfast."

"Out of town? Where?" Most of the outlying area was wasteland,
remnants of the viral and nuclear war that had decimated the
population and wiped out most other species. Research facilities,
mines, and rehabilitation zones, where attempts were made to return
the land to habitable and farmable in case of massive system
failure, were some of the few uses anyone had for life outside the
city anymore. 

"My place. I'm about two hours out of the city, on some rehabbed
land House Green owns."

Mikhail's mouth curled up in a small smile; House green's
resource allotment was indeed very high for all of the reliably
high-powered psykers they turned out, but he didn't think they had
quite that much pull. Their food arrived, and they commenced
pleasant small talk, confirming that he was indeed more augmented
than the average porn star.

She'd ordered another driver to be there at half past noon, and
checked out shortly before then, toting her small bag down. And
they got another car, a stark reminder that Verasoft took care of
its ranking security personnel better than almost everyone but the
branch executives. So recently graduated, Mikhail was still getting
used to the perks of his aptitude. Of course, some of the perks
would only be for the duration of his partnership with Evelyn.
There were only five empaths in current circulation, and they and
the dozen or so telepaths were the ones who got assignments that
required interaction with foreign nationals. Everyone else got desk
jobs, as analysts or InfoWars. Mikhail would be InfoWars, the
modern equivalent of pre-bomb super-spies, plugged in to
information streams and stalking the net, taking down
infoterrorists and preventing security breaches. But first he got
his circuit with Evelyn. He glanced at her, staring hazily out the
window, and hoped she wouldn't actively make him miserable, as he'd
heard rumors she'd done with her last partner. This circuit was
supposed to give agents a better understanding of why they did
their jobs, and, for the analysts, make them more useful in
discerning the information that would be useful, but it was seen as
a bit of a trial by fire. Probably especially so if partnered with
someone as apparently eccentric as she. 








The driver let them out at the edge of the city, only a few
paces from the exit from the dome. "You've got transport on the
other side?" The driver asked.

Evelyn nodded. "Yes, thanks."

She grabbed her bag from the trunk, and addressed Mikhail for
the first time since leaving the hotel. "You have your papers?"

He raised his hand palm up and projected a large holographic
transcript next to a slowly revolving three-dimensional image of
his skull. He hadn't expected to leave the city quite so abruptly,
but he had all of the necessary immunizations and identity data
from his training. She nodded and led the way through the
checkpoint and barrier, out through the sterile double-pressure
chamber that served to keep the dome free of contaminants and dust
drift. They weren't necessary out West, in the few cities on the
coast, but the East had been hard-hit by the bombs and had never
really recovered, even though the ports were still tactically
significant. Even more so with people like him making any kind of
air attack completely pointless and generally disrupting any
electrical instrument navigation.

In the small parking lot outside, Evelyn led the way to a small
outdated hydrogen-powered car in electric green. She tabbed her
PDA, and the trunk popped open. She slung in her own bag, and
gestured for Mikhail to do the same. "Do you drive?"

"Of course."

She threw him the tab key. "Good. You're driving. May as well
memorize the route now." Sliding into the passenger seat, she drew
off her gloves again with a sigh of relief. She hated New York.
Even heavily medicated, she was still smack in the middle of one of
the largest cities in the world, one full of people emoting. As the
dome fell behind them, the country opened up, rolling bleak hills
with perpetual dust clouds hovering above them. Evelyn relaxed
palpably as they got farther from the city. There was something to
be said for a partner who abused their Nullspec; it was like being
alone. Well, until she remembered that it wasn't empty space, it
was a person-shaped void.

After downloading the map to his GPS, Mikhail interfaced
driectly with the nav-comp. He was suprised at how old the thing
was, atleast 20 cycles out of date. Its ghost was remminicsent of a
crotchety old man, ornery and highly resistant to following any of
Mikhail's instructions. Probably demonstrated the primitive-AI
tendency to take on the characteristics of the person it was in
primary contact with, he thought, sliding a glance at Evelyn.
During the ride out, Evelyn's bio systems started tuning down into
the green.

"Cities really make you tag-out that much huh? I picked up that
empaths don't like crowds because of sensory overload, but I didn't
think it would be so pronounced."

"Yes. People emote messily. I can compartmentalize if it's for a
job, but it's not tenable long-term, and I avoid it when it's not
necessary." Unspoken was the thread that Alpha empaths were
invariably insane, and she was only a step or two below
that. 

They passed a couple smaller domes; research, mostly, before the
turnoff for the Green estate. Mikhail pulled into the parking lot,
close to the first of the many low and interconnected domes that
made it up. It looked from the outside like not so much an estate
as a collection of soap bubbles haphazardly pushed together. They
entered through decontamination; a quick spray and cycle, and
emerged into the first dome, which smelled of high humidity and
flowers. 

"Bio-dome, b-class, impressive."

"Thanks, I guess. This is the main dome. I'm in one of the far
ones with a couple cousins of mine. This one is mostly for display.
Play on Green House and all that." Evelyn extracted a strap from
her bag and slung it over her shoulder, then led him down one of
the paths that wound lazily past gardens and an administrative
building. 

"There's not much on the net about it, so I suppose I should
ask. Is using this impolite?" Mikhail asked, pointing to his head
to indicate his Nullspec.

"Uh." Evelyn had to think about it a moment. "As high as you've
got it turned up, kind of. It's the difference between politely not
spewing your feelings all over everyone and looking like you're
sneaking around or cutting people out completely."

"Ok, I'll notch it down then," he nodded, eyes rolling back into
his head.

And then the person-shaped void was filled with low-level
static. Not quite the muted swirl of the average person on a calm
day, but enough that people would notice he was there. Evelyn
nodded approvingly. 

Mikhail shuddered, his eyes rolled down again, pupils fully
dilated.

"Ugh, this kind of hurts." he slurred.

"Suck it up, princess," Evelyn snarked, "at least yours are the
only person's emotions you have to deal with."

Something flickered across Mikhail's conciousness, irritation?
"Why don't you suck on… " He caught himself mid
sentence. Oops, turned the nullspec down too
far.

 "When you two are done mounting each
other over there, why'nt you bring that stud of yours on in for
tea, cousin?"

Mikhail's head snapped 'round to face a petite raven haired
woman.

Looking past him, Evelyn retorted, "And I suppose you would like
him to ride you instead?"

"I'd never dream of it cousin, 'less I pick up one of your
diseases." The other girl teased through a massive smile

Evelyn sighed, "Mikhail, this is Gina, my cousin. The accent is
as fake as her breasts." She allowed Gina to air-kiss her, and
returned the non-touching affection. 

"Nice to meet you," Mikhail smiled, blushing furiously, "and I
wasn't looking."

Evelyn looked at him incredulously, then looked at Gina. "You're
not even projecting this, are you?" Many empaths, especially
higher-powered ones, could project their emotions to other people.
As a Gamma plus, Gina could do it sometimes, within a limited
radius. Instilling infatuation in males was a common one for
her.

Gina smiled angelically and nodded at Mikhail. "Nice to meet
you, too, darlin.' And nope, not one iota, cousin. Where'd you find
this lovely chunk of a man?" Gina was openly flirting now, and
openly amused at Mikhail's continued blushing. 

"Ass deep in a Nullspec factory," Evelyn muttered. "Come on,
let's get you settled. You can torment him later, Gina." Her
nephews were more emotionally continent than her new partner, and
they weren't even toilet trained. He obviously had no handle on his
emotions, and it made her wonder how long he'd been
chipped. 

"You wouldn't happen to have any ibuprofen would you?" he
whispered to Evelyn. "This headache is killing me."

She huffed out another sigh and abruptly detoured back towards
the admin building, getting her PDA out to ping her brother. Edward
met them outside the building on one of the wide verandas that gave
it the appearance of an Old South stately home holding a bag. "This
the new partner? He need the oxy, or you?"

"Him. Nullspec addict. Told him to tone it down so we could tell
where he was, and he's apparently unable to deal with anything at
all." It was irritating. He'd be impossible for her to keep track
of without any emotions at all, and that would be useless in the
field. She wondered briefly if the head of security hated her. But
no, the Head probably didn't even know. Nullspec addicts were
common enough, and never really a problem. Because they never had
it ramped up so damn high. 

Edward Green, Mikhail split one of his satellite personas off to
compile info on him. 

Age 32, 5'9", House Green resident pharmacist and
physician, rumors that he held the patents on several recently
created drug labels, two children.

"Edward Green, how are those patents treating you?" Mikhail
said, shaking hands with Evelyn'sbrother.

Edward quirked an eyebrow at Evelyn, then smiled at Mikhail.
"Very well, thanks. We're thinking of petitioning for another dome
added on here for research, and inviting some personnel to
relocate. Anyway, these should help with the headache. The one you
have now; I'm afraid you're stuck with Evie."

In a very juvenile move, Evelyn stuck her tongue out at him.
"You need one of those now, or can you wait until we're back at my
place?"

"I can wait, just, let's get there quickly, can we?"

"Yeah. Follow me. See you later, Edward. Dinner on Saturday?"
The last was said over her shoulder as she started back down the
path to her place.

Edward nodded. "Aria said to invite your new partner, too."

"Okay. See you." Evelyn led Mikhail through to the next dome,
through a single seal into much lower humidity. This dome had less
floral vegetation and more deciduous, with poplar everywhere. A
sharp right and fifty paces from the seal took them up to a small
white melamine and frosted plexiglass house in sparse lines, with a
flat roof. Unlike the city, these domes were too small for local
weather, but some conventions held in the form of windows and
doors. In the lack of weather, security fields would have served
just as well, but security screens just didn't feel as private.
Evelyn thumbed the door open and then stepped aside to let Mikhail
in while she fiddled with the door panel on the inside. "Press your
thumb here and you'll have access."

"Ok, done. I see you've got the whole 2000's asthetic going
on."

"Yep. Love the clean lines. Georgian was an option, too, but I'm
not that big on symmetry. Anyway, I'm gonna go grab a nap. The
synth is through there if you get hungry, but otherwise I'll
probably join you for dinner around nineteen hundred. Oh - your
room is through there. None of the storage in there is being used,
so put your stuff wherever. And there's a privacy lock, but you
probably already know how to set it. I'm big on privacy." She
yawned to punctuate the end of this comparatively long speech, and
disappeared into her room, dropping her luggage on the floor. She'd
set the house bots to put it away later.

Mikhail dropped his bags on the floor, then set about trying to
access the net. As expected, House Green's netspace was immaculate,
no sign of any viruses or other malware floating about, but it was
a pain to get anywhere without the proper credentials. So he went
fishing. Mikhail set up shop near a one of the local router's ports
with a packet sniffer, looking for a pattern that might signify the
location of the passcodes out of his local space, while doing so,
he set two of his personas out on more innocent errands, one to
find Gina's bio, the other to a set up a training sim-space.








Naked and wrapped in clean sheets that didn't feel of anyone
else's residual emotions, Evelyn napped deeply for an hour. It was
always a shame that the speed wore off before the valium, and the
combination dip and effect of the valium put her right out. But she
woke feeling marginally more human and stumbled to the 'fresher. As
her head cleared of the fog of sleep, she started to plan. Training
with Mikhail wouldn't be as seamless as with past partners; she had
no base synch to him like she would to someone with normal
emotions. Frankly, as soon as most people in the compound were
aware of him, she'd probably tell him to turn it back up. Well,
maybe not all the way; at least a ghost of a presence would be
reassuring. It would probably be better for his emotional
development and crap if he were to have to process emotions, but
that wasn't her job. He was for InfoWars anyway, so his non-human
emotional responses would probably serve him well. 

They'd do physical training, so that they knew each other's
weaknesses at hand-to-hand, and she'd probably need a crash course
of some sort on what he could do. Her abilities - fucking with
people and making things go boom - were fairly straightforward. And
they'd need to work on private codes. Then, when they got their
instructions, gearing up for Tahiti. They'd need to rehearse their
covers. Given that it was a starter mission; sensitive enough that
they couldn't just ask the branch office in Tahiti, but probably
nothing that would involve more than a negotiation and a
metaphorical slap on the wrist for whoever hadn't been quick enough
to explain the variations. Once she and Mikhail were used to each
other, they'd get a week's notice on this sort of thing rather than
three.

Mikhail noted the house sensors showing Evelyn up and about, so
he threw a mail to her vid-wall. "So, while you were out, I took
the liberty of gaining access to the environmental governors for
adverse weather training if need be."

Feeling much better, Evelyn dressed in loose pants and a long
sleeved shirt, and tucked gloves into her waistband. It wasn't
anywhere near time for dinner yet, so they might as well jump into
physical training, if Mikhail was feeling up to it. Evelyn paused a
moment at her closet to punch in instructions for her bags to be
unpacked, then exited to the living room. "Did you adjust anything?
Aaron and Tae-Yeung will be very irritated if you adjusted it
without them having time to buffer the plants."

Looking up through scrolling data-inputs Mikhail responded, "No,
not yet, someone's been locking down the protocols as soon as I
open their encryption. Is that K-selector the household tech? I
keep coming across references to G1nA."

"That'll be Gina. She and Tae-Young live in here, too, and Gina
treats the dome net like her personal playground; Tae-Young and I
aren't all that augmented. You're going to have to talk to her
about getting priority on the network. But do it later - since you
seem to be not in pain anymore, let's go see how your hand to hand
is and put you in some new pain." Evelyn grinned. Hand to hand
wasn't her specialty; physical contact at all wasn't her strength,
but InfoWars was just sitting there, all the activity on the neural
and info nets, and it would be kind of fun to go hand to hand with
someone who for once wouldn't hopelessly outmatch her.

She nodded towards the stairs tucked behind the synth in the
dining room. Mikhail followed her down to an open room the same
size as the rest of the house above them, mostly covered in mats,
but with some gym equipment and a desk with an actual computer on
it, a stripped down and angry-looking portable synth next to it.
Evelyn pulled her gloves on with an energetic snap.

"So what are the rules of engagement?" Mikhail asked as he
stretched in the corner opposite Evelyn.

"No face, and I don't hit you below the belt. No weapons. That's
really it." She toed off her shoes and left them at the edge of the
room, so she was padding around in only her socks. Basic stretches
and warm ups took a few minutes, so she asked, "Any additional
stipulations?"

"Pinning for the win?" Mikhail asked, moving forward onto one of
the mats. His eyes flickered upwards as he tuned the Nullspec back
up to his personal levels, shunting the data streams to one side
allowing a bio-scan of his opponent to take the foreground, and
tweaking his adrenaline levels upwards. 

Evelyn rolled her shoulder in an elaborate stretching shrug.
"Works for me." He'd gone back to being a walking human blank
space. Fair, she supposed, for taking each other's measure. She
shot her leg out in a sweep to take him down.

Mikhail sidestepped over Evelyn's outstretched leg and relaxed
back into a defensive posture. Evelyn followed, feinting a punch
and then kicking at his sympathetic nerve. He was a little too much
bigger and taller for a straight take-down, so she wanted him on
the ground first. And, too, wanted to push him; he'd dodged her
first sweep a little more neatly than expected. Her last partner
had been slower than her.

Mikhail noticed Evelyn shift her weight away from the punch she
was throwing, so he stepped inwards, spoiling the kick she feinted
into and following up with a quick jab to her solar-plexus. The
breath whooshed out of her as her thigh hit his hip. Off-balance,
she stumbled a step and a half before regaining a guard stance so
she could catch her breath. He probably wouldn't give her the
leisure to do so, but Evelyn had a hard time caring; her adrenaline
was up, and telling her that this was fun. She grinned.

Mikhail moved in to keep pressure on her, feinting another short
punch at her midriff. She blocked it with her forearm, and punched
hard at his midriff with her right. He caught her punch, and neatly
slid his other hand up under her left armpit while hooking her left
leg with his right. Then he bore her down with sheer brute force,
ending sitting on her stomach, her arms pressed tight to her torso
and completely without leverage.

Evelyn's initial reaction was a primitive thrill at being pinned
down by an attractive man, then rage both at her initial reaction
and at Mikhail for besting her. She could move her hand enough to
rub her wrist against the hand holding the other arm. It parted the
glove from her sleeve enough that she could bare some skin to press
against him. Too hyped to be bothered the lack of emotional
feedback she usually received, she took her initial reaction, and
the pulsing awareness that still stood, and shoved it at him in a
bout of offensive empathy that would have sent most people wild and
stumbling off her. 

For a moment, he was overwhelmed by the singular primal urge to
tear apart the flimsy barriers between himself and the woman he was
straddling and thrust himself, incensed and throbbing, into the
core of her being until she finally broke down, gave in, and let
herself become his. Warning chimes snapped Mikhail out of his
torpor; his Nullspec was redlining and the three personas that had
re-tasked to handle it were offline. Bolting towards the section of
his headspace that housed the backdoors into the chip, he slammed
off the adrenal booster program and cut the Nullspec to half-power,
and then was hit with a wave of un-filtered emotion.

Shuddering on top of Evelyn, he ground himself into her groin,
kissed her ferociously, and passed out from the combined shock of
the emotional overload and half of his extra-sensory systems
crashing.

Evelyn couldn't quite bring herself to move for several seconds
after he passed out. That had been very, very unexpected. She edged
herself out from under his dead weight and found that she was
shaking. There was a damp spot on her shirt. Probably should have
expected some sort of dramatic reaction, but … wow. He'd
kissed decently, at least. Or maybe she'd just been drowning in
feedback from him. Usually she had to be naked to get that
feedback, not just pressing a wrist against someone. Okay, no more
inflicting emotions on the emotionally crippled cyborg. Not until
he was much, much better able to handle it. They were partners.
She'd had that initial reaction, yes, but it was just an automatic
physical reaction, and didn't do nearly as much to her as it
apparently did to Mikhail. 

She went upstairs to change her shirt, and sent some cleaning
bots to pick Mikhail up and put him in his bed. Then she went to
the roof with her PDA to check on email and run some
calculations.








Mikhail groaned, rolled over, and promptly fell a meter onto the
floor.

"Shit," moaning he pulled himself off the floor, "Where am I?"
Reorienting himself, he recognized his bedroom in Evelyn's house,
and stumbled out to find Evelyn..








Gina and Tae-Yeung were having their habitual afternoon tea when
they felt the sudden intense pulse from Evelyn's. Tae-Young blushed
to the roots of her hair and Gina laughed a little breathlessly.
"Did I mention that I met Evie's new partner today?"

Tae-Yeung gasped. "With her partner? Don't they have to work
together?"

"Yep." Gina put down her mug and stood. "Which is why I'm goin'
to head over there. I bet it's not what it looks like, considering
Evie. Even if it ain't, though, I'm going to tease her all to
heck." Grinning, she left Tae-Yeung's and walked leisurely down the
path to Evelyn's. It wouldn't do to get there too fast if they
really had been up to something.

Gina found Mikhail in the living room, looking rumpled and
dazed. "Hey, there, darlin'. What's got you lookin' so confused? My
cousin run off in a snit already?"

"I… " He faltered, "I actually don't remember beyond sparring
with Evelyn, theres nothing in my recordings, and four of my
personas are gone. Also, I don't think my Nullspec is working
right," Mikhail gulped, he didn't remember Gina being so… curvy. He
struggled to tear his gaze away from the form of Gina's hips, and
only succeeded in moving to the swell of her bust, tantalizingly
revealed by the low cut v-neck she was wearing.

Gina couldn't help but notice the waves of lust coming off him,
so different from the stoicism of earlier, and compassion welled in
her, and an answer to him, and an excitement. "Oh, you poor thing.
You stay right here, and I'll go find my cousin. And then I'm going
to come back and get you and we're going to have a nice dinner."
The other focus in the house, faint and tightly wound, was coming
from above, so Gina took the stairs up to the roof. 

Evelyn sat back on one of her deck chairs, poised and in
control. Gina sat next to her, crowding her a little. "Are you
okay, cousin?"

Evelyn cocked a brow at her. "Why wouldn't I be?"

Gina mimicked her expression. "Oh, so the sex Tae-Yeung and I
felt over at her place was just her suddenly ceasing to be asexual?
I'm going to go back and find she has an entire regiment in there
and is taking them five at a time?"

Evelyn looked away. "It wasn't sex. We were sparring, and he
pinned me, and I retaliated by pressing my wrist to his. And then -
I think I short-circuited him. He kissed me, then passed out."

Gina nodded, and laid a hand on Evelyn's shoulder, sending her
love and understanding and compassion through the fabric barrier.
Evelyn wasn't used to reactions that violent; it had to have been
violent, for them to have felt it. And Evelyn was too tightly
controlled to be comfortable with that sort of unleashing. It made
Gina glad that she was only a Gamma, and an average one. Life was
so much easier. And sometimes, she thought, thinking of Mikhail,
more fun. "Don't worry, cousin. He's had too much Nullspec for far
too long, but it's not going to happen every time you get near each
other."

Evelyn smiled at her, and then looked at her PDA. "Yeah. I know.
It was just extremely surprising."

Gina bounced up. "Anyway, I'll be taking him off your hands for
dinner so you don't have to talk about it, okay?"

"Sure."

Gina stepped lightly down the stairs back to the living room
where Mikhail was still looking a little lost and took his hand.
"Come on, let's head back to my place. I'll make you dinner."

Walking next to Gina was an entirely pleasant experience. After
shutting off the faulty Nullspec, Mikhail began to notice many
little things, like the scent of Gina's perfume, and generally how
enjoyable other people's company was. Minutes flew past and before
he realized it, they had arrived. The house was low and open, with
windows everywhere and a sunny feeling pervading the rooms despite
the lack of real sun in the dome.

Gina led him in to the living room, paneled in warm cedar, and
stopped him so his back was to the low orange couch, then got very
close. "So, are you hungry?" The way she looked at him as she said
it left a great deal of ambiguity to her meaning.

With her standing this close to him, Mikhail had a painfully
clear view of her cleavage. Visions of all the things he'd been
half dreaming of doing to her on the walk over suddenly leapt to
the fore of his imagination.

"Ah, um, that is… " His voice caught in his throat, "No! I mean…
aww, fuck it." In one fluid motion Mikhail moved forward, sliding
his hand down Gina's spine and pressing her body tightly against
his as he leaned forward to kiss her.

Gina smiled as she stood on her toes and tilted her head back to
kiss him. Their lips met, it was all heat and desperation. She
molded her body to his and ran her hands up his arms to wrap around
his neck. 

He couldn't think of anything except being in her; her scent,
the give of her skin under his hands, the moist heat of her breath
on his cheek, they all conspired to drive his insanity to new
heights. Planting his right hand firmly on her ass, he squeezed and
lifted her into him, scraping her crotch upwards hard against his
as he half turned and fell on top of her into the couch.

Gina took the bare moment she had before he was fully upon her
to strip off her shirt. She liked that shirt, and recognized that
it was likely to get wrecked. But that logical corner of her brain
was getting overwhelmed by the waves of lust surging around the
room; his and hers both, answering appetites. As he kissed her
again, with lips and teeth and tongue, she went to work unbuttoning
his shirt, running her suddenly fevered hands over his
body. 

Mikhail sloughed off his shirt and, dispite Gina's protests,
stood up, pulling her with him. His hands played across the front
of her pants, unthreading the tie and letting them drop. He grinned
as they revealed what she wasn't wearing underneath.

They met at the mouth again and the world melted down into a
tangle of spit and tongues, moments later he began working his way
down her neck, kissing and biting every few centimeters.

She moaned, arcing her back forward into him, desperation sculpting
her hands into claws she raked down his back.  

He pulled back, planted his palm against her breast, and pushed,
sending her sprawling onto the cushions.

She let out a small shriek and flushed as she landed and Mikhail
pounced onto the couch after her. She squeaked again and squirmed
against him as his bulk pinned her down. Oh heavens above, she'd
expected enthusiasm, but this was oceans she could drown in
gleefully. She arched her hips into his and ground against him,
matching aggression for aggression. Gina tore at the buttons on his
pants, wanting him inside her, inside her now. Mikhail let out a
low growl and helped Gina pull his pants the rest of the way off
along with his boxers, his erect penis, exposed and throbbing, lay
bare against her abdomen. He grabbed her bra and tore it off,
shredding the fabric and causing her ample bosom to jiggle
erratically.

Gina arched and guided him towards her vagina, needing it,
needing the release it promised. He gasped at the intensity of the
sensation as her lips parted to accommodate him, pulling his
foreskin back as his shaft penetrated deeper. He shuddered and
slammed himself into her. Her eyes rolled up and she gasped as his
cock smashed into her cervix. With her contracting around him, he
only managed to thrust once, twice more before convulsing and
pouring himself into her. 

He collapsed onto her, and Gina stroked his short-cropped hair.
They were both breathing hard. 

"I didn't think that a real person would be so much…  
better." He panted, resting his head on her breasts.

"Thanks, I think," Gina said. "You're used to sims?"

"It's all we were allowed at the academy, exclusively for
training purposes."

She glanced down at the top of his head incredulously.
"Training? What on earth kind of training? Oh, and do you want
dinner soon?"

"I… I can't say, it won't let me." He gestured towards his head,
"and yeah, that would be great."

Gina laid a soothing hand on his neck - soothing both for the
thought behind it and the nudge sent with it. "I need you to let me
up, then, darlin', so I can get to the synth."

He rolled back off her so he was half-sitting, half-crouching at
the far end of the couch. "So, what's for dinner?"

"How do you feel about Italian? I'm in the mood for spaghetti
and meatballs, but I can dial you up something different if you
like." Fully comfortable with her own nudity but aware that Mikhail
probably wouldn't take it calmly, Gina pulled on her shirt. She
passed behind the half-wall that separated living and dining room
and punched the code that dialed up spaghetti into the synthesizer.
She had shortcuts for most of her favorite meals. 

Feeling sleepy, Mikhail fumbled around for his boxers and pulled
them on, "That sounds good."

Gina punched in for a second one as she took the first plate out
of the hood. She grabbed a fork from the drawer and held the lot of
it out to Mikhail. He looked a little shell-shocked, which she
could understand. Emotions of any sort were obviously not his
strong point; he'd  already been off-balance earlier with his
chip turned down to be palpable. It was flattering to inspire such
lust and awkwardness, and fun to indulge it, but it couldn't be
comfortable for him, and she felt another wave of compassion. When
her food finished a bare few seconds later, she grabbed that, too,
and brought everything out to the living room. She cozied up next
to Mikhail and propped her bare feet on the coffee table and her
plate on her knees. "So, did you grow up around here, or move out
here for work?"

It took Mikhail a moment to realize Gina had asked him a
question; the heat of another human body against his was
distracting. "I was raised in a facility in the city actually; my
parents both had a good standing with Verasoft, so the company
intervened to prevent me from being sent off to a Googlite
orphanage."

Gina noted the distinct glossing over between parents and
orphanage, and made a mental note to mention it to Evie. Mikhail
was probably going to be high-maintenance until they got him
chipped again, and it wouldn't be any fun to exacerbate it by
mentioning grief. "Oh, that's interesting. I've lived in the Green
complex most of my life except for an undergrad in the city. I've
been back three years, and don't think I could live anywhere
else."

"What did you go to school for?" He could have easily pinged her
resume to locate her chosen field, but instead found that he'd much
rather hear it from her.

Sitting down next to Gina and discussing their upbringing
normally would have been a simple exchange of facts, but without
the Nullspec functioning properly, it turned into something far
more pleasurable. Mikhail found himself relaxing next to her, and
soon thereafter, began to doze with his head on her shoulder.

When the whorls around him had evened out into sleep, Gina laid
her cheek briefly against his head, then scooted away, cushioning
his fall sideways so that he was lying reasonably comfortably on
the couch. In the damp spot, but he didn't to notice. She'd have
one of the cleaning bots sterilize it later. Gina cleaned up her
plate and Mikhail's untouched dinner and put them both in the
synth, and pinged an order to the Nullspec lab, ordering a new one
for next-day delivery. 

If it weren't for the damn patent, she could dial one up
herself. But patent there was, and Mikhail's current chip was
probably irreparable, given that it hadn't done any recovery yet.
She fired Edward a note that they're need a minor surgical
procedure, and left the time open to mid-afternoon, tagging the
courier receipt to it. Then she went to the 'fresher to clean up,
because the sweat was drying sticky on her skin. 








Evelyn was smoothing out, wild bursts of reaction calming to
background glow. Something backfiring wouldn't normally be such a
cause for animation, but this was her partner, and she had to
adjust for guilt and future planning to make it not awkward. So she
was getting paperwork done, a recommendation for one of her past
partners who was vying for a promotion. And the surprise went away,
and by the the time Gina got back, nearly an hour later, she was
perfectly level again.

Gina plopped down on another of the deck chairs with a grin.
"Hello, cousin. You're lookin' much better."

Evelyn shrugged. "It wasn't that big a deal, just threw me a
little."

Leaning back on the deck chair, Gina turned her face to the
setting sun that streamed in diffused gold through the dome.
"Edward'll be installin' his new chip tomorrow. You wrecked his,
cousin. But he should be fine so long as you don't bring up
anything too upsetting or lose your temper. I know you hate to look
at them, but you might want to take a glance through his file."

Making a face, Evelyn nodded. She disliked assigning facts to
people before she had an accurate impression of them. "You sending
him back tonight, or keeping him?"

Gina unfolded herself from the chair. "Sorry, cousin, he's
lovely, but you get to baby-sit. He won't stay single-focused all
the way until tomorrow, and he's your partner. Besides, I've got
work tomorrow, and I just wouldn't get a wink of sleep." Before
Evelyn could get a word in edgewise, she bounded down the stairs
and out the door.

It was a pity though, really, she hadn't felt that kind of
thrill at being tossed about in a while and wouldn'tve minded
taking that particular pony for another ride, even with the rather
premature finish. Stopping outside her home, she took a deep breath
to calm the intense interest in trying it again. She really did
need to sleep tonight, no matter how the heck much fun not sleeping
would be.

Gina faltered as she leaned down to wake Mikhail, the way he
looked resting made it darn hard to bear the thought of rousing
him. He looked so darn cute, completely different from rough and
tumble cowboy who'd ravaged her earlier. Maybe just some
post-coital cuddles to feel that lovely intensity again?

"Mmmm, Gina? That you?" 

She shrieked a little and froze midway through the process of
burrowing herself up against his chest. "Oh Lord, you really gave
me a fright, have you been awake all this time?"

He shifted, hooking one arm under her breasts and pulling the
rest of her up against himself, "No, just when you headbutted my
chest."

"Sorry darlin', didn't mean to wake you," She purred, "well,
actually, I suppose I did, just not right this very moment." Gina
snuggled in closer. "And it wasn't a head butt, exactly. I just
thought some cuddlin' would be nice."

He squirmed a little at the new feeling, a slightly too warm
tension in his gut, right below the ribcage. 

"Is somethin' the matter, kiddo?"

Mikhail emitted a non-comittal grunt.

Gina rolled her eyes and grinned wickedly. "Well then, we'll
just have to make you talk." She growled in her most lascivious
tone, and began to undulate against his body. Waves of lust broke
around her, warm and intoxicating. The insistent poking at her
bottom rose secondarily, and she ground lightly against him.

His arm tightened around her, which she took as encouragement to
grind against him harder. Her grin widened as she picked up on his
growing tension. "So, you gonna use words now honey?"

In response, Mikhail swept one hand down Gina's belly and under
the waistband of the sweatpants she was wearing.

"Hey now! Don't you go and do that." Gina cried indignantly,
attempting to twist out of Mikhail's grasp, "I gotta send you home
tonight." 

Mikhail wrenched Gina bodily around to face him. "You started
it," he declared, and kissed her forcefully, halting her mouth mid
protest.

Mmm, 'tonight' suddenly didn't have to mean 'right now' - his
practice on sims hadn't been wasted, and Gina softened into a heady
kiss. She kissed him back, sliding a hand up his still-bare
chest.

His fingers danced down her side towards her crotch, and this
time she made no attempt to thwart their quest. Sliding under her
waistband, his hand sought out and parted her lips to allow his
digits inside her. He forced a moan back down her throat with his
tongue as he teased her pearl. 

Gina ran her hands over his body, exploring the lean muscle
there. He was unerringly finding her sweet spot, and it felt so
good. But she wanted this time to last longer than a few fevered
minutes, so she pushed away his hand before she could come. "Slow,"
she murmured, breaking from his mouth to plant kisses on the side
of his neck. And it was slow, and left them both breathing hard and
dripping sweat. Then Gina rolled off him and mumbled, "Refresher is
down the hall on the left."

"Huh?" He looked sated and confused.

She tapped his cheek affectionately. "Get clean and go on home,
darlin.' I'm sleeping alone."

Severely disappointed, Mikhail dragged himself up. Oh, hell,
disappointment - he'd experienced that, as mild irritation, before.
This was different. Mikhail felt the mild rejection as a physical
blow, and nearly ran to the fresher to lean against the wall. He
took deep breaths to try not to cry. But they turned to sobs, and
he turned the fresher up to the highest setting to mask the
sound. 

Gina sighed and rolled upright. Mikhail was broadcasting wild
misery, and it wasn't exactly fun. Poor Evie, dealing with him
until the chip came in. She was going to just leave him a note set
to ping when he came out of the fresher and go for a run. Proximity
to his out-of-control emotions - his unpleasant ones, at least -
wasn't in her immediate plans. Tugging on her sweatpants and
grabbing a sports bra from her room, Gina went out for a run around
the compound. 

It took Mikhail several minutes to calm down, and then he felt
emotionally drained. He stumbled a little pulling on his pants,
and, following the instructions in Gina's note, made his way back
to Evelyn's.

Evelyn could feel him coming the moment he left the privacy
screens around Gina's, and sighed deeply. Maybe they'd get lucky
and the courier would make it first thing in the morning. In the
meantime, Evelyn set the basement to be locked to everyone but her
and sealed the knife drawer on the synth. Not much more she could
do to proof her home against idiocy; nothing was flammable
anyway. 

She considered some pills, just to take the edge off. But no;
they were getting into training. If this was going to ever happen
again, she'd need to be able to deal with it even when not in House
Green. Technology sucked. Yeah, okay, the chips were a great
alternative to the shot. But the Empath War was over now. Evelyn
was already thoroughly grumpy when Mikhail came through the door,
bewildered and with fractal emotions all over the place. 

"Hey. Nice job completely losing control of your tech. How long
has it been since you actually emoted?" She kept her arms crossed,
broadcasting calm authority with her body language as well.

He looked at her, confused and hopeless, and tried to think
back. When had he been chipped? He'd been on the shot before that,
as prep for what having a Nullspec installed would be like. And
then he'd tinkered with his chip, turned it up, overclocked it
beyond all design parameters. "I think I was eleven?"

Great. Pre-pubescent. There was probably some kind of long and
tragic story behind why he would do that that early; it took
special circumstances to get chipped before 15 and vocational
training, and special idiots to mess with their chip specs, but
Evelyn just couldn't bring herself to care. She hadn't gotten
around to reading his file, either. What it boiled down to was that
all forms of testosterone poisoning would now be out in full
force.

"Get to sleep, I'll deal with you in the morning." She sighed.
He was turning out to be quite a pain.








After breakfast they ran over which codes they would use
together, and started learning them, and it was all very formulaic,
so she only had to taser him twice before her PDA went off in the
early afternoon. "Thank all the damned saints. Come on, Mickey,
we're going to go get you back to normal." Evelyn ushered Mikhail
out, then pinged a notification to Admin that she was bringing
someone unstable. Common courtesy, and protocol. They sometimes had
damaged empaths coming in for sanctum, and they needed to be
hustled out of the admin dome. Though, really, damaged empaths in
the last few years were few and far between, and mostly a result of
their own stupidity.

Edward met them at the edge of the main dome, and raised a hand
with a tagged courier package. "Everything's set. I've got a room
all prepped so we can pop this in and set you to rights. This is
factory spec; I'm assuming you'll perform your own tweaks after
it's installed?"

Mikhail nodded. All of the programming could be done internally,
and he'd had the protocol for his old settings stored. They
proceeded up one of the side verandas and into a softly sterile
reception area. A short dark man looked up from the monitor behind
the desk and said, "Room five, sir."

Edward nodded and led them down a short hall to a lift, then
down and to a small operating theatre. "I'd recommend leaving the
settings lower, but you won't listen anyway. So, do you want
partial or full anesthesia? And Evie, you can wait in observation.
This will take maybe twenty minutes."

Evelyn spoke over any preference Mikhail could have made known.
"Partial. I don't want to lose a whole day of training."

Unable to really protest what he knew to be the truth, Mikhail
followed Edward into the clean room and allowed a nurse to help him
get sterile; standard decontamination plus a skin scrubber. The
nurse also helped him get situated on the surgical chair, which
looked like a massage chair and would keep his head immobile. Then
a med tech shaved and sterilized a small section a couple inches
over Mikhail's ear, right over the small scar from the last
installation. The med tech then injected a local anesthetic and
attached the cranial halo that would allow Edward to perform the
surgery through his mind link. The med tech then sat back to
monitor vitals. 

Edward instantiated the surgery platform in his chip, the
careful pit orchestra he conducted. He cued the bass notes of the
sonic cutters that reopened the old scar, then introduced the short
percussion of the extraction of the small plas plug in Mikhail's
skull. Then the smooth woodwind stemming bloodflow came in, and
cleaned it up for the flutes to grasp the old chip and pull it out,
dropping it in a tray defined by bells. He cued the brass, wrote
their notes to position and insert the new chip into the anterior
cingulate cortex. With a trill, the connections were made, the new
chip installed. Edward manipulated the controls with the part of
his synch that ran the percussion, reinserting the plas plug. The
woodwinds made a revival, sterilizing the outside, and Edward cued
the spray of sealant gel with the mental command that sounded like
maracas. The symphony in his head ended as he disengaged from the
surgery platform; a scant fifteen minutes after he'd begun.

The med tech checked that Mikhail wasn't bleeding anymore and
that the monitor was showing stable readings before releasing him
from the halo. "Good to go. Try not to let Evelyn short-circuit you
again." 

"Trust me, that's not happening again," Evelyn said, a certain
grimness underlying her tone. "If you're feeling okay, we should
try to get some actual work done. Or do you need to recalibrate
that thing first?"

Mikhail had already tasked two ghosts to reprogramming the chip.
"No, we're good."

"Easy on the physical stuff today, hmm?" Edward raised his
eyebrows at them. "The sealant won't be completely molded in for a
few hours."

Evelyn rolled her eyes and nodded her thanks to the med tech
before leading them out. Mikhail nodded at both the tech and Edward
before following her. They went back to Evelyn's house, and went
over the mission. It had been hard, earlier, to focus on anything -
Mikhail's attention span had been roughly that of a goldfish. The
discussion was more than a review of local topography and politics
- they had to review local politics and decide on the level of
awareness they should show. They also reviewed the news -
confusingly uneventful - and the readings from their grid, which
were oddly spiking, as in times of civil unrest. They pitched a few
theories back and forth - religious cult, huge rise in illegal drug
use - but didn't come to any useful conclusions, as they probably
wouldn't until physically there. Mikhail dialed up dinner, and then
they reviewed code again; that more than anything else, would
determine a lot of their security while on mission, and so they
used variants of common codes, with numerical modifiers that would
never be written down and would be unique to them.

The next morning dawned slow and easy, as most mornings do in a
translucent bubble. They ate on the roof, then worked on the code
some more; given his brain surgery, Evelyn was giving Mikhail a
full day to recover. She also harbored a certain trepidation about
sparring with him again, one she could barely bring herself to
articulate even in her own head. The emotional output she was
getting from him had decreased gradually over the course of the
previous evening, and in the morning was back to his being an empty
space. That, at least, was reassuring. 

Mikhail had ramped up the safeguards on his Nullspec, had three
ghosts working on failsafes and emergency procedures the night
before while he slept. He'd never had a problem around empaths
before, and hoped not to again. Evelyn was statistically only about
one in 3000, but that was still too many for Mikhail to be
comfortable risking it again. He had not liked the slow recovery of
his faculties. Though the interludes with Gina had been more than
pleasant. But the intense emotion of it seemed alien from his
current mind-state, and he wanted to keep it that way. He did his
job better without this … mess. So he approached Evelyn warily
at breakfast, knowing that today they'd have a sparring session as
part of their training. Shorting out his chip again would be
unpleasant.

Evelyn barely glanced up at him from reading the news on her
PDA, but she nodded an acknowledgement. Mikhail dialed up a
nutrient stew with the correct caloric count for a day of physical
labor and joined her at the table. "Do we have passage booked
yet?"

"Charles will set it up. We need to get training done and go
over the reports coming out of Tahiti for the last few months. But
this morning we're doing physical training. Sparring again, if you
can handle it." There was the barest hint of challenge in her
expression, which Mikhail found puzzling. 

"Of course. Let me finish this and we can go." 

Evelyn nodded and went back to the news. When Mikhail had eaten
what he judged would sustain him without inducing lethargy he took
the bowl back to the synthesizer and poured the remainder back in.
"Shall we?"

Evelyn nodded sharply and rose. "Let me just get my gloves and
I'll meet you down there."

Mikhail wandered down to the basement and began stretching for
the scant moments until Evelyn joined him. The shirt she wore was
even higher than her usual, covering most of her neck. She started
stretching silently, and Mikhail continued with his warm-up. They
both took their time, both slightly trepidatious about the
potential consequences of another sparring match. But it was
something they had to get over, so Evelyn clapped her hands
together and dusted them on her sweats. "Okay, same rules as last
time? No face, no genitals."

"Could we also add no empathic offensives?" Mikhail asked
neutrally.

Evelyn blushed slightly, then spun into a kick that landed on
his chest. "I don't need it." They sparred three rounds, Mikhail
getting the pin twice. Evelyn played nice and kept her gloves on
and everything covered. Then Mikhail taught her one of the grabs
he'd used and they practiced that for another while before moving
on to general physical training for the rest of the morning.








After a lunch of garden salad for Evelyn and nutrient stew for
Mikhail, they split up to check emails and do paperwork; Evelyn to
the roof with her PDA and Mikhail to recline on the couch and stare
blankly into space.

The physical world had disappeared from Mikhail's vision and was
mostly blocked out of his other senses; in it's place a stark grey
city, scaled just slightly smaller than real life. His homespace,
the City Hall of his mental cityscape, was only lit up at the post
counter with five messages. He reintegrated the ghost that read
them and replied to the ones that needed it, deleting two that were
just notifications for his online groups. They were his next stop,
as he wandered from city hall out into the city. The vacant
buildings soared stark grey so high as to obliterate all view of
sky, echoing empty until he fully uploaded and the net traffic came
in view, ads glaring argon and low-level chatter everywhere.
Mikhail made his way through his usual haunts, read the bulletins,
then made his way to the boards where primary-mentality tags were
common courtesy.

While he was doing that, Evelyn read her mail, then finally got
around to perusing Mikhail's personnel file. Vital statistics,
including age and place of birth, brief medical overview, including
his allergy to bees and the fact that he'd been raised by the
Googlites and so had gotten his required immunizations and several
extras at an early age. And a note that the father wasn't dead but
consigned to a psychiatric facility after his participation in the
Empath Wars, and he was a match for donor tissue in case it was
needed. Well, hell. What the hell was he doing with a Nullspec, if
his dad was hospitalized for life from the side effects of its
predecessors? The Empath Wars had been ugly, artificial empaths
churned out by implants in their brains. They all went crazy, of
course, as chips don't work the same as natural empathy, and
mind-controlling them all was a terrible idea to begin with. Wiping
them out had taken nearly a decade of street-to-street fighting.
And everyone who'd fought them had needed to be armed with an
anti-emotional-manipulation ship - what had lead, eventually, to
the Nullspec, after several prototypes had proved lethal with
prolonged use. He was proving a complicated little robot.

Then they reconvened and went over standard procedures when
working with empaths, and standard procedures for this branch of
Security; little more than revision, as Mikhail'd uploaded all of
it. It would have bewildered her, but his file had also included
his crazy experimental elective surgery as a volunteer in his
program, to implanting computer chips in his ribs to act as a
functional metacortex. Knowing he had a computer installed in his
ribs made her feel slightly less slow.

By the end of the first week they were as in tune as partners as
a robot and an empath could be, and the dinner with Edward was
pleasant. Then their documents were finished, and pinged to both of
them three days before they were due to leave. They weren't given
deep backgrounds, as it was a routine mission, but secondary scans
would still corroborate their cover story; even a bogus adoption
record leading back an artificial 22 years in the database to gloss
over their being 'siblings' with no matching tags. An examination
of Mikhail's basic and utilitarian wardrobe necessitated making
their way back to the city a full day before their ship left. They
bought clothes for both of them on their newly-minted cover credit;
bright colors in lightweight fabrics, body-baring cuts suitable for
a tropical vacation. They checked into a mid-price hotel near the
passenger area of the harbour and asked for a wakeup call for an
hour before they had to leave. Evelyn led the way up to their room
and bounced testingly on her mattress. Satisfied that it was firm
enough, she cocked a brow at Mikhail and gestured at the
room. 

"I spawned a couple ghosts to make polite noise for the bugs.
We're good." Mikhail stashed his suitcase under his bed. 

Evelyn nodded. They ran over their cover again, mostly for her;
with his Nullspec, Mikhail didn't get the adrenaline rush at the
prospect of a new mission. It served as a distraction, too, from
the empathic press of New York on her. Mission time meant she
wasn't even carrying any of her medications, and wouldn't be using
anything. New York was always the worst part. But they went to
dinner in the hotel restaurant and chatted comfortably about their
excitement for the trip, even engaging another dining pair. Then
they retired early in preparation for their dawn tide. 

The wake-up call came early, but Mikhail was already up; he'd
set an internal alarm so that he'd have time to use the 'fresher
before Evelyn woke up. Evelyn groggily answered the phone, then
made her way to the 'fresher without even acknowledging Mikhail's
existence. Clean and marginally more awake, she spent an irritated
couple of minutes styling her hair; Evelyn Green usually left it
air dry, but Evelyn Tempsky, her cover, was a little fussier. Half
an hour later, they were ready to go, and took their bags and
checked out. Their dock was only a few short blocks away, and there
was already a short line for embarkation. They joined the line, and
didn't have to feign sleepiness in the pre-dawn gloom. Once
embarked, a steward ushered them to the cabin they'd share for the
four days it would take to sail to Tahiti. 

They stowed their bags, and then Evelyn dragged Mikhail topside.
"But why? It's just going to be more New York."

"It's a vacation. At least pretend you're excited." There was a
glint in her eyes that spoke to an edgy sort of amusement. A new
mission, a new challenge, always sparked her to excitement at the
outset. 

Mikhail shook his head and smiled a little. "I'm looking forward
to it, of course. Tahiti's going to be nice."

With a loud and traditional blare of the horn, they cast off,
moving out into the harbour. Shortly after, they were passing
through the customs lock and then they were in the open ocean, on
the icy blue of the Atlantic. After a few short minutes of the
less-oxygenated sea air blowing over them, they both retreated
below-decks to enjoy the view in comfort. Evelyn was eventually
distracted by the small-stakes game of poker, and won several
rounds before carefully losing down to her original stake and
wandering away again. The amusement of gambling wore thin when the
other players started to resent you. But she needed something to
hold her interest, as they were moving more into the open water,
and the motion of the ship was unsettling and unpleasant.

Only four days, she reminded herself. And once they were through
the Panama Canal they'd be in the ocean named for its peacefulness.
That had to be quieter. Ugh. No, she gave up. She headed back to
their cabin and dialed up an anti-nausea patch to slap on her
neck.

She ended up refreshing the patch every few hours, because the
nausea didn't let up. She avoided the tiny cabin, spending as much
time as possible on the pool deck, absorbing the unfiltered
rays. 

It seemed like forever, but four days later they docked in
Tahiti. Half an hour of queuing up and going through the customs
shed, and they were out on the open pier to town. It hit Evelyn
like a wave, the tidal surge of wrongness. Everything went yellow
and poisoned, and Evelyn nearly fell down. Mikhail caught her,
barely, and murmured fiercely in her ear, "What's wrong?"

"There's something so wrong here. It hurts." The vulnerability
and lack of control weren't something she wanted to show, but
everything was so wrong, so terribly, terribly wrong. It was like
they were some kind of hive mind, like a riot or a beehive. Some
kind of sick mad hive mind. And it was pressing, pressing in on
her, inviting her in, wrapping her up in it. 

Mikhail felt solid and sane, though, probably a result of the
chip in his head. "Turn up your fucking chip and don't let go of
me."

Mikhail nodded at her, then smiled at another passenger who'd
debarked with them and was looking on with concern. "It's just the
heat. She'll be fine." He turned up the chip and cancelled
everything out. 

Evelyn pried her eyes open. With deep breaths, a heavy clamp on
her empathy, and a vice grip on Mikhail's hand, she could tune it
out. "We need to get to the hotel, Mick. I really am feeling the
heat."

The got a cab to the hotel, and Mikhail handled checking them in
as Mick and Evelyn Tempsky. Once safely ensconced in their room,
Evelyn splashed water from the sink on her face and shivered.
Mikhail leaned on the door and scanned for bugs. There were a few —
routine, for a decent hotel — so he gestured at Evelyn to use hand
signals. She dried her face, then signalled unforeseen
complications.

Define. What happened on pier?

Island unified. Any readings from branch office unreliable;
we have an Alpha class here at least. 

Mikhail frowned. Empath or telepath?

Empath. They're like a mob, not zombies. Panic was
rising, now that she was controlled and had separated herself
conclusively from the mob. No base contact at all. They will
be compromised.

Plan?

Evelyn hesitated, quickly assessing. Dealing with anything
beyond a Beta+ class psyker hadn't been in the mission probability
set. They'd been thinking maybe some political unrest, maybe some
corruption of their people, maybe some rising social movement - all
things they would have dealt with quickly and easily, probably with
some well-placed emails. But dealing with a high-level empath who
had obviously lost it not only meant that it was an immediate
concern, but that they couldn't call for backup. Evelyn was the
highest-level empath in Security, and Mikhail was one of the few
with a Nullspec turned up enough that he couldn't be turned into a
threat. Anyone else brought in would be a
liability. First, find out who it is.








"Are you feeling better in out of the heat, Evie?" Can
you handle dinner to investigate?

"Hey," she said playfully, "aren't I supposed to be the big
sister here?" Yes. It was an insult to her
professionalism to even ask, but an understandable one, given the
way she'd reacted on the pier. But Evelyn was not one to be
deterred, even by the sick unity of the island. She was one of the
strongest empaths alive and sane, and she would prove, again, that
it was a distinction that held meaning.  Deliberately, and for
a number of reasons, Evelyn stripped off her sundress and threw it
on the bed as she dug out one more suited for an evening out.

Mikhail suppressed the urge to swear when Evie stripped in front
of him. The male physiological reaction to female nudity was
chemical, not electrical, which he knew she knew. He carefully
looked away, ran a check on the monitors that ran checks on his
chip to keep it working. He couldn't even call her on it; she was
the senior partner, and he wasn't supposed to be attracted to her
anyway. But he could raise a sardonic brow at her when she was
dressed. 

She answered with her own raised eyebrow. "Let's go. We can ask
at the front desk for a recommendation." Everyone mentioned some
place near the forefront of their minds; usually a place they
liked, or had been recently, or they had connections to employees.
In this kind of cloud, it would be somewhere significant for the
person whose finger was on the trigger.

Mikhail held the door open for her, and they went downstairs.
Evelyn plastered on a happy smile and leaned over the reception
desk. "Hey, where's somewhere good to eat around here?"

The reception clerk smiled blankly at them, something just a
little left of the usual polite retail mask. "The Blue Note Cafe is
really nice casual service. Just out here, three blocks that way,
then turn right on Second. It's about a block down."

"Thanks." Evelyn smiled brightly at her and then left, Mikhail
trailing behind her. Evelyn took deliberate time to admire the
scenery. "Gotta love the colors. Everything seems brighter outside
a dome, and these flowers are amazing, aren't they?"

Mikhail looked around blankly. "They're vivid."

Evelyn nearly snickered. "Yes, very much so. We should go see a
play tonight. It'll be fun! Will you look up the listings?"

His step hitched momentarily as he tasked a ghost to finding
theater listings and times and how to get there. "I'll let you know
when I have some to pick from."

"Good! Now, I'm starved. I hope they're not long blocks to the
restaurant." Evelyn took Mikhail's arm, the relaxed and happy look
on her face at odds with her vice grip. She tapped out a message on
his arm, it knows we're here.

Mikhail wasn't sure if his training had prepared him adequately
for this, but Evelyn had to know what she was doing. He tasked a
ghost — one of his last available without accessing additional
computation from something — to searching for incidents in Evelyn's
file where she'd taken down an Alpha class empath. It came back
disappointingly quickly; never, not on her own. As part of a
five-man task force to arrest one who had manipulated their way out
of a containment facility, yes, but never one gone truly rogue, and
never with only a partner. He should probably not communicate their
low odds of success to her.

The recommended cafe was bright and cheery, and not particularly
busy with customers. There was a group at a big corner booth that
included two models and who Mikhail recognized from the file as the
duly elected president of Tahiti. And the young teenager who had to
be the reason Evelyn was now digging nails like claws into his
arm.

Evelyn's eyes were locked with the Alpha's, and she couldn't
look away, but she was swearing viciously between clenched
teeth.

It was like walking into a brick wall; a sheer force of emotion,
like charisma multiplied a thousandfold, telling her that she had
undying loyalty to this - this kid, barely out of adolescence. The
compulsion was to give over everything she was to him, to join, to
be made whole by her submission. The pull to give up personal
identity was strong, and grasping at the detached pillar that was
Mikhail next to her. Nonono, he was her partner. And her anchor.
Focusing on him let her differentiate between drives, like that to
breathe and that to become part of the other empath's glorified
personality cult. And only one of those was definitely
hers. 

"Run," she got out, breaking for the door. 

Mikhail followed close for the six blocks to the beach, and
stood with hands on hips as Evelyn threw up in a trash bin. "That
was the person affecting everything?"

Evelyn nodded and swiped the back of one hand over her mouth.
"And he knows what I am, and the fact that he can't put either of
us in thrall. Even if he doesn't figure out we're from VSI he's
going to be after us. And -" she hesitated, but kept on; Mikhail
was her partner, after all - "he's at least an Alpha plus. I'm not
a direct match for him."

A muscle twitched in Mikhail's jaw as he processed this. He did
not want to lose, or to die. But, obviously, they couldn't call in
reinforcements. All of the other empaths would be less able to
resist than Evelyn, and any non-empaths would quickly just become
part of the problem. He was probably the only person unaffected,
which might make InfoWars viable, except for the fact that he knew
his custom settings were far beyond that of the average, and there
would be no point. "Is there any way we can magnify your abilities
or get close enough to subdue him without their use?"

Evelyn plopped down on the sidewalk with her arms propped on her
upraised knees, modesty completely disregarded. That was something
to file away for later, that she was usually covered not for
modesty but to avoid physical contact. "Not unless I can get access
to an emoting person he can't, or someone who has actual, intense
feelings for me. Alpha plus means he channels emotional energy from
other people a hell of a lot better than I do. Actually, we're
probably going to get more people staring at us than are now, and
they're going to get hostile. He's controlling a fucking island.
He'll find us and sic a mob on us." She tugged absently at her
hair, setting it something close to rights. "If we can find out
where he lives, I can blow it when he goes home, but there'd be too
much collateral damage at the cafe."

After a pause she added, almost as an afterthought, "But it's
generally encouraged to bring Alpha's in alive."

Mikhail frowned, running through possibilities. "The mob
mentality means I'd be unlikely to get close enough to kill him
bare-handed, right?"

"Well -" Evelyn stopped, considered it further. Someone with
murderous feelings wouldn't get through, but Mikhail didn't
actually have feelings. "He won't notice you, with your settings.
But the key will be to distract him so he doesn't notice you
physically. We can go back to the coffee shop and I can distract
him while you sneak up behind him and kill him? Has to have a
kitchen entrance. Pull up the blueprints from the city grid to make
sure it does?"

"Already done and it doesn't. None that's a viable size,
anyway."

"Well, fuck. How small is it? Any chance in hell I can get
through and distract him from that end?"

He eyed her figure, "You might mange it; it's just a waste chute
hanging over a dumpster, so no screen."

"That disgusting." She made a face, then squared her shoulders
and stood. "Let's go see if it'll work. Even if I won't fit, it
might distract him enough to come outside if I'm that close. We
should split up when we're a couple blocks away."

Mikhail lead the way back towards the cafe, as Evelyn had been
running blind. They split up well shy of the cafe, when the people
on the street started staring at them more openly, assessing
whether they were strangers to the island. He gave her directions
to the alley, then walked casually towards the cafe, unsure of the
timing but knowing Evelyn would need extra time.

Evelyn pulled all of her emotions in as tight as she could, kept
herself as calm and insignificant as she could as she slipped down
a fairly wide, clean alley. She found the cafe without too much
trouble, and the uncovered chute. The dumpster beneath it stank,
and the chute itself was narrow. But not, it looked like, narrow
enough to take off more than an external layer of skin. Hopefully
the chute wasn't long, and didn't narrow near the top. More
importantly, hopefully he didn't come find her while she was stuck
in there. 

Hopping up on the edge of the dumpster, Evelyn braced her arms
against the sides of the chute and reassured herself that this was
just organic matter from food preparation from real ingredients, a
simple by-product of cooking rather than programming, and that it
would come out of her dress. She angled as much of herself into the
chute as she could without altering her center of balance too much;
the last thing she wanted to do was miscalculate and slip down out
of the upward-angled chute and into the dumpster itself. The chute
was fantastically short; she barely had her head in before she
could feel the inside rim with the tips of her fingers. Grasping
it, she gave up maintaining her center of balance and drove up and
in as fast as she could. Three women and a young man stared at her
in shock as she emerged.

"What are you looking at?" she snapped, then ran brusque hands
down the front of her dress to rid it of clinging debris. She could
feel him just in the next room, responding to the surprise of the
kitchen staff. It was easy to feel sorry for him; he'd probably
been overwhelmed when he first started feeling these things from
everyone. But that in no way excused what he'd done. So she
sauntered out to the main cafe and threw a burst of arrogance at
the boy.

He stood abruptly, spun, and shouted, "You!"

"Yep. Here to stop you and all that. I'm from VSI - Verasoft
Security and Intelligence. Want to surrender peacefully?" They
never did, but it was procedure to ask.

"No!" He screamed it, lashed out with it, too, sending rage at
her.

Oh, hell. It hit like fire, and was too much to absorb, deflect.
She sent back to the Alpha defiance, kept private the pain, layered
everything with derisiveness. That enrage him further, and Evelyn's
knees buckled from the onslaught. As she fell, she just hoped
Mikhail would get there soon. 








Time to head in. Mikhail started walked up the
street, faster than a casual walk, but nothing inordinary. His mind
ran over the options available to him, no weapons on hand and no
time to procure one. He'd have to do it unarmed, aim for a pressure
point, the temple most likely.

He winced as the coffee shop's door rang the entry chime, he'd
forgotten about that. He quickly glanced around the room, trying to
see if anyone noticed. He stopped, Evie was there
already, writhing on the floor as the Alpha plus boy stood over
her, a deranged smile splitting his face. If the Alpha broke her,
then he'd get warning before Mikhail could engage him. Mikhail
couldn't risk Evelyn becoming compromised. He needed to distract
the insane empath to save her mind, fast, and there were several
people between them, two of which were obviously armed. The kid had
obviously brought them in after he discerned the threat that Evie
posed.

He threw a ghost into the local net, with orders to contact HQ
when it could, then turned off his Nullspec. 

Even though he remembered what to expect from the debacle back
at House Green, the torrent of emotion that flooded his
consciousness was far greater. First, fear, fear of the fact he had
just removed the only effective defence against this monstrosity,
fear over the impending failure of this misson, and fear of death
and the loss of his chance at redemption. Then his thoughts and
gaze turned to Evie.

Desire slammed into his solar plexus, doubling him over. He had
to possess this woman, chain her to his will and force her to
submit. Rage flooded in, subverting and mixing with the lust,
pushing his fervor to new heights of zeal. This abomination was
hurting her, he was threatening his pride, life, and honor.

Mikhail flung the nearest object to him at the small figure and
charged, screaming something he'd never remember, then everything
went black.








Through the rage flaying her mind burst lust, bright as a
firework. And it was just hers, and beckoned sweetly to fight back
because it would be there for her no matter what. And the Alpha was
picking up on the edges of it, but confused by it, by the
intensity, by the fact that it was an emotion not actually directed
at him. It mitigated the rage. Evelyn took in the lust, fed it back
to what could only be Mikhail, took that emotion and all the
emotions she could drum up from herself, and drove it wedge-wise
into the power of the Alpha. Before he'd regained his mental
footing, he was in a feedback loop, desperately in lust with her
and picking up on it from her and then Mikhail was on the Alpha's
back, screaming incoherently as he slammed the Alpha's face into
the ground. 

And the Alpha wasn't attacking her, and his guard was down, and
with a twist of the mind and a push she'd learned in training but
had to use only once before, she shattered him.

Fractures of emotion rained down around them and the Alpha went
into a grand mal seizure, and the fragments were nearly visible as
they flew out and people were suddenly sad, mad, nostalgic,
impressed, and suddenly their own again, and Mikhail was still
punching the back of the Alpha's head, and Evelyn lay back on the
floor and the hysterical relief of having survived, of having
bested someone who statistically should have killed her, bubbled up
as laughter. And it threatened to turn to sobs, and she needed to
reign in, fast. And so she stopped, because she had to, and tried
to stand, because there were going to be curious people in the wake
of this. But she was shaking too hard. "Mikhail."

And he was there, and scooping her up. He kissed her, and that
firework burst again. She shivered as she wrapped her arms around
his neck. "We need to get out of here."

"Where?" he asked, slinging her easily into his arms.

"The hotel. I want you." She wanted him now, but they needed to
be away from this, from curious passerby and the person they'd just
consigned to a hospital for the next several years.

One of Mikhail's ghosts was suggesting that they deal with the
police and reporting in, or at least check if the Alpha was alive.
But this was better, this was right, this was what he wanted. And
the want, the want - he wanted to throw her up against the nearest
wall and have her there. But he took her to the hotel, where he
could lock the door and have her alone for hours, and they went
past the receptionist, now murmuring frantically to herself or a
phone call, he didn't know or care, and the elevator ride was too
long, so he pressed her against the wall and kissed her again.

Evelyn kissed him back vociferously, shoving her tongue into his
mouth to lick along his. The elevator dinged open at their floor,
and she pushed him away from her enough to slide down the wall and
drag him to their room. In the room, she stripped off her smelly
dress and pressed against Mikhail again, sending sparks of her want
through her fingertips wherever she touched him. He framed her face
with his hands as they leaned in to kiss one another, then slid his
hands back to tangle in her hair and crush her closer, then slid
them down her back. Grabbing her ass, he hoisted her against him
again, and Evelyn willingly wrapped her legs around his waist. He
stumbled the couple steps to the bed, then toppled them both onto
it.

Evelyn felt the breath whoosh out of her, but running her hands
over him just felt so good. She tugged at his shirt until he leaned
back and sloughed it off, along with his pants. Evelyn expressed
her approval of his nakedness by biting his collarbone. His
response was a surge of possessiveness and to run both hands from
her hips to the sides of her ribs and lift her higher on the bed.
He kissed her ribs up to the center clasp of her bra, then flicked
it open and parted it. He kept kissing in a slow arc towards her
nipple that had Evelyn arching, encouraging him to be faster,
flashing urgency between them. His mouth finally closed on her
nipple, sucking it into a taut peak. The electricity of it rippled
through her, into him, making him look up at her, startled.

She lay a hand on the side of his neck and sent him her need.
His eyes darkened in response as the pupils dilated further, and he
slid a hand into her panties. The pleasure humming through them
both guided him to her clitoris, and he stroked her until the first
orgasm spiked through her and out like heat lightning. Mikhail
gasped at the sensation, then pressed his mouth to hers hard.
Evelyn wriggled against him, freeing herself of her panties. They
got stuck mid-way down her thighs because she didn't have the
leverage to pull them down further. Then she clutched at his
boxers, tugging them down his ass. He took his hand from her breast
and where he was propping himself up on a forearm and sat back
again, tugging her panties all the way off and throwing the across
the room, then sending his boxers to join them. Evelyn reached
eagerly for him, wanting him inside her now. Grasping
his cock, she guided it to her entrance, and he thrust home.

Stars burst behind her eyes, and Mikhail paused at the
sensation. Penetrating and being penetrated and joy and desperation
and oh, fuck. Evelyn tightened her hold on Mikhail's shoulders, dug
her nails in to keep some kind of anchored. She rolled her hips
against his, and he exclaimed, "Fuck, Evie."

Then he was thrusting, hard enough that she was moving
inexorably up the bed. She clenched her knees around his ribs and
held on. This was what she wanted, to have him possess her, take
her, send her over this precipice of white light into oblivion. She
came again, hard, and nearly took Mikhail with her as she rippled
around him and her pleasure shone through him. But he wasn't ready
for this to be over, so he took her ankles from around his waist
and drew them upwards to rest on his shoulders, then thrust in
again at a downward angle he knew would hit her G-spot. Evelyn
clutched his arms, his shoulders, running her hands over wiry
muscle and taut skin covered in a burgeoning sheen of sweat. He hit
just the right spot and she gasped, throwing her head back. Her
head slammed into the headboard, but she was already so gone that
it didn't register, didn't matter. She gasped, already coming, and
Mikhail gasped with her.

He pounded into her, leaving no centimeter unclaimed. Evelyn
arched her hips into his, and felt like a ragdoll as he thrust her
harder into the bed. Evelyn broadcast to him her heady giddy
exultation, and he shuddered over her and his eyes were black as he
threw his head back and came inside her. They both collapsed,
shuddering, on the bed.








Mikhail cursed weakly and raised a hand to shield his eyes. The
morning light was abusing his dehydrated skull. Attempting to rise
form bed, his hand planted itself on something warm and
squishy. Wait…  

He exhaled violently, sending another paroxysm of pain through
his head. Sleeping in the same bed as Evie, naked. Wait,
Evie?

 Mikhail started taking deep
breaths. Sleeping naked on top of a very attractive woman
doesn't necessarily mean anything. His pulse started to
quicken. Yes, and the fact your right arm is underneath
her means nothing, and oh, is that semen?

Mikhail's eyes rolled back into his head and he fainted,
smacking face first into Evelyn's bared breasts.

 








The intense burst of confusion woke her as much as Mikhail's
nose banging against her sternum. She tensed and froze, and her
muscles started complaining. Oh, hell, that hurt. She'd fallen
asleep with her legs still held up by Mikhail, and while they'd
slipped from his shoulders, they were still unnaturally bent. And
she was sore in places she didn't want to think about. Oh, hell,
she'd had sex with her partner. Oh, hell, she'd
had sex. That had not been the plan, ever. And she'd
had her STD immunizations, of course, but still, it was insanity.
And it was sticky.

Okay, list of things that mitigated this. They had completed the
mission, figured out what was wrong with Tahiti. They had
neutralized a deranged empath with no civilian loss of life - well,
none if there'd not been rioting yesterday after they left, which
there probably hadn't been, as birds were singing outside and she
didn't smell smoke, just sex. Great sex. Wow, she was an idiot.
Hyperventilating was hard with a reasonably large man on top of
her. That was probably a good thing. She couldn't freak out; Tahiti
might be hostile to outsiders, after yesterday. And their tickets
home weren't redeemable for another three days, and then it'd be a
horrifying four days in cramped quarters on the ship before New
York and she could request a new partner. But that brought up it's
own guilt; requesting a new partner would damage Mikhail's career,
might damage her, too; the gauntlet was a test for rookies and
those who were looking to advance beyond middle management, but it
was also a way to monitor how stable the empaths were. And if she
couldn't handle this, she'd be too obviously unstable to ignore.
Even though 'this' was so violently outside of the VSI conduct
manual that it probably wasn't even covered. 

So running away wasn't an option. Dammit. She wanted her
peaceful roof and solitude. Thoughtlessly, she ran a hand through
his hair. She couldn't really ditch him; he'd saved her life. And -
no, it was hormones, barely elementary biology that were the reason
she was feeling all warm and fuzzy. Yes. 

Being an empath did not mean that she had to acknowledge any
emotions of her own that she may or may not actually have. Content
with that, she shoved Mikhail to the side so she could go check in
on her PDA; he was fast asleep, and they'd been out of contact a
little too long. As she sat up, her muscles protested again, and
Evelyn winced. Sleeping in that position had not been a good idea.
In future they'd have to make sure they rearranged themselves
before falling asleep. Assuming there was a future time. Which was
making all kinds of assumptions she probably shouldn't.

Along with the news were frantic emails forwarded from HQ - the
local office was confused and highly apologetic, and the apologies
and excuses had been coming in regularly overnight. Charles was
also highly irritated at the reports of riots and the fact that
there had been a message from Mikhail about the severity of it and
then they'd completely out of reach for fourteen hours. Feeling a
slight pang of guilt over the irresponsibility of not checking in,
Evelyn drafted a brief report that she sent to Charles, promising a
full one after the local office had been dealt with. Then she
grinned. Urgent tasks to take care of meant emotional processing
could be shunted aside. First she desperately needed the 'fresher,
though. She was sticky.

The 'fresher pounded away a lot of the muscle aches, and Evelyn
stayed there a lot longer than she had to. Leaving meant going back
into the bedroom with it's one incriminatingly mussed bed, and
eventually waking up Mikhail, and making some new normal, and
contacting the consulate here to work out some kind of action plan
to help anyone who'd caught pieces of shattered empath and would be
traumatized by it.

She needn't have worried about waking him for much longer
though. Her head flicked upwards as the door to the 'fresher slid
open and Mikhail slouched in.

"Out. Last night isn't happening again," she snapped..

He smiled weakly and wrapped his arms around her, drawing her
into a warm embrace. After hesitating a moment, her arms slid
around his waist.

"Fine, you can stay." she mumbled. This might not have been that
big a disaster after all.
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