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I.
"My grandfather fought in the great war," the older man said.
"I know," replied the younger. "You told me a hundred times."
"Twelve thousand of them, and only a handful of us. And if they hadn't..."
"...cut off the water supply, we'd still be free today," continued the young one. "And then they burned the city to the ground, and then the king took his own life rather than surrender."
"And the bastards stole seven thousand talents of gold..."
"...from the waters of Sargesia. Because a traitor told them where it was. Otherwise we'd still have it today."
There was silence.
"Fucking Romans," finally said the old man and spat on the grass.
The young man sighed and looked around. The hills rolled softly into the distance, constant green except for the occasional patch of yellow farmland or some dark brown orchard. To his side, he could see the river Maris glistening in the sun. If he squinted, he could even make out the port being built there by the soldiers. Huge wooden structures on big wheels, the likes of which might have been used to siege a fortress, were being set up on both banks. The foreign engineers were converting a bend into a gulf by digging and dredging; for the Dacians living in Apoulon, the technology was amazing and revolutionary.
He shifted his gaze, measuring up his companion. The old man had survived over seventy winters, which was very respectable, and it didn't seem like he had plans to join Zalmoxis anytime soon. He was tough and rough and had obviously seen a lot, been through a lot. But the one thing that the winters had failed to develop in him was a sense of humour. Or maybe it was those winters that quenched it, thought the young man philosophically.
"You know, they're not even Romans," he said, challengingly, looking down with a tiny smirk, and letting his long, blond hair fall all over his face.
"Who aren't?"
"The Gemina. The legionaries."
"The hell you say! This is the legion that crossed the Rubicon with Caesar! The legion that conquered Gaul!"
"You know very well that was over a hundred and fifty years ago. Obviously they're not the same people today, are they? I've spoken to them, and..."
"You did what?!" The old man was aghast. "You conspired with the enemy?"
The young man rolled his eyes and waved impatiently.
"They've been here for over a hundred winters now, fighting alongside us against everyone else. They may have been the enemy when your grandfather lived, but right now, they're not even Romans anymore."
"How the hell can Roman soldiers not be Romans?"
"They simply aren't. Like I said, I've spoken to them. Not one of them ever even saw Rome in his life. They're Sarmatians, most of them. And their archers? They're Arameans, the lot of them. Farther from Rome than we are," said the young man.
The old man grumbled and looked away.
"All I'm saying is, today, right now, they're not all that bad."
"Well, they murdered ten thousand Dacians, boy!" countered the old man.
"Their grand-dads murdered ten thousand of our grand-dads. Yes, that much is true. Also true, we murdered thousands and thousands of them. Besides, how many  Dacians would've died in meaningless clan fights, anyway?"
"The king had united the clans!"
"Yes. To fight the Romans. We could talk about this ad nauseam," sighed the young man.
"Where the hell did you pick up that word now?!"
"What, ad nauseam? It means we can keep at it until we get sick," explained the other. "You have to get used to it, you know. The world is changing. Our language is changing. What, didn't people use to mix Greek into it too, before the Romans came?"
"We're losing ourselves," the elder commented sourly. "We're becoming diluted in history and a thousand years from now, people won't even remember we were here."
"Look behind you," said the other.
The great walls of the Apulum castra loomed above them. To their left, the double main gate, called Porta Principalis Dextra, stood open under two stone arches, at both ends of a short, easily defensible tunnel. Beyond it, on either sides of the road, were the legionaries barracks, painted in gleaming white. In front of them, a half maniple was just getting in formation for daily practice. Their centurion was walking among the ranks, carefully inspecting each man's gear.
"Just look at that," he insisted. "Over twenty thousand podes of stone and barracks and fortifications and gardens and the damn governor's house and enough marble statues to fill a village. That thing will last forever," he said with conviction.
"And what if it will? It's not Dacian."
"Can you write? Or carve a statue?" asked the young man.
"Of course not."
"Well, what the hell do you want to leave behind then? Your hat?"
Finally, the old man let out a short, raspy laugh. He took off his rough, woollen cap, revealing long, thick and white hair, and inspected the object; with his other hand, he stroked his trimmed, equally white beard. He smiled at his younger friend and said, nodding:
"What? It's a good hat, this."
The young man laughed heartily and yanked it out of his hand. Still laughing, he started down the hill, and after a few steps, he threw the cap back over his shoulder. The older man caught it without blinking.
"Come on," said the young shepherd, and whistled once.
A couple of dogs barked in reply and quickly ran to him, and the flock of sheep that they were looking after followed sluggishly. They went down the hill, away from the Apulum castra, home of the Thirteenth Twin Legion that called themselves the Gemina in Latin, and continued bickering.
There was not a cloud in the sky. The warm summer air was barely moving, but the old man still kept his hat on. They walked slowly on the concrete road, one on each side of the draining ditch. The Roman roads were indeed another marvel of engineering. They required almost no maintenance, and simply being able to walk without getting bogged in mud felt nothing short of amazing to the conquered Dacians.
From the opposite direction came two riders. The Dacians stopped, squinted and waited for them to get closer. They were two centurions; one old, one young. Men and horses looked tired, after what looked to have been a long journey.
The horses stopped a few steps in front of the two Dacians. The older centurion opened his mouth to speak, but before he could, his riding partner yelled, in loud Latin:
"Hail Rome!"
"Fuck off," instantly replied both Dacians at unison, also in Latin.
This angered the young centurion. His eyes grew large and his hand shot to the handle of the gladius hanging on his belt. Annoyed, the older man turned to him on his horse, and said:
"Shut the fuck up, Cornelius." And then, to the Dacians, almost apologetically: "He's new. Greetings, Aramus. And to you, old man."
"His name," said the old Dacian pointing to the shepherd, "is Aram. Aramus makes it sound like he's a kitten."
"I don't care if it makes it sound like he's a turtle," replied the centurion in turn. "All I know is, with your strange names, I can't tell who's a boy or who's a girl. So get used to it."
Before the other Dacian could reply, young Aram spoke placatingly:
"Where are you coming from, Naevius?"
"Porolissum," answered the tired soldier.
"And what news from the municipium?" asked Aram.
"The interesting kind," answered the other. "You'll never believe who was there."
"Surprise us."
"Only the emperor. Marcus Aurelius Septimius Bassianus Antoninus Caracalla, in the flesh."
"Well, imagine our honour," said the old Dacian. "A true, real-life Roman emperor, straight out of the denari coin, all the way here in Dacia. Tell me, Roman, is his name really Caracalla?"
"I heard that his troops gave him the name, back in the Germania campaigns. He didn't win, but he bribed some Germans into submission and so tried to call himself 'Germanicus', but the jokers kept calling him 'Caracalla', like the Gallic hooded tunic he took to wearing all the time."
"How interesting," said Aram.
"Yes, especially for the Germans," commented the old Dacian cynically. "And what's the great Emperor Tunic doing in Porolissum, of all places?"
"Well, if you must know, it was to do with all these tribes and clans of yours," answered Naevius.
That got the old Dacian's attention.
"Which tribes and clans, pray tell?"
"The Quadi. And the Marcomanni."
"Hardly our tribes, then. Both of those are nothing but plundering nomad bastards."
"Who can tell, these days? To the emperor, you're all the same. I tell you," said the centurion leaning down on the horse to press the point, "this land of yours isn't worth the trouble. Mark my words: soon enough, Rome will decide to cut its losses and bugger off this damn place."
"More like cut its winnings," said the old man wryly.
"Yeah Naevius, why wait then?" joined in Aram. "West face, forward, march!"
The young soldier, who had been fuming quietly, spoke again:
"Are you really going to let these barbarians talk to us this way, Naevius?"
The old centurion turned to him and raised his eyebrows, without saying a word. The other held his gaze for a few seconds, then looked down.
"So, what about your emperor and the Quadi?" asked Aram.
Naevius turned to face him again.
"He's just being himself. He invited the chieftain of the Quadi for peace negotiations, and then immediately had him killed."
"He killed Gaiobomar?!" spoke the old Dacian, not quite believing.
"Gaiobomarus," corrected the centurion sarcastically. "Yep, ran him through in front of his men, then ran his men through, too."
"Well, fuck me," mused the old man.
"No, thanks," replied the centurion. "Anyway, time to go. Aramus, when you finally decide to join the legion, look me up."
Aram laughed.
"What, and give up wearing pants?"
"Seriously, Aram. We need someone like you in the Gemina."
"Never lose hope, Naevius!" said the young Dacian, waving farewell.
As the Romans left, Aram considered the news. The Emperor of Rome, no more than two days away from him! Exciting times indeed.
A bird's cry interrupted his thoughts. He looked up and saw a hawk circling. What fortunate creature, he thought. Hardly an enemy in the world, truly free to go anywhere and do anything. What I wouldn't give to be like that.
Another startled cry came, this time from the Roman riders. He turned, as did his older companion, if a little slower.
The dogs started barking furiously.
A yellow ribbon-like ray, attached to nothing but the blue sky above, wide as a man with arms outstretched and flat like a sword, was approaching from the east. It made no discernible noise and, for all the surprise it caused, seemed to do no other harm. It came near the two centurions and completely engulfed the young one, who instinctively picked up his shield and raised it above his head. Weirdly, the yellow ray went straight through his wooden and leather shield as it was water. The centurion appeared to be completely golden for a moment, and then the ray moved to his partner.
"Whoa. What the..." uttered Naevius, completely unprepared. He looked at his fellow soldier, who returned his confused gaze. Almost immediately, as the ray left him and headed towards the two Dacians, he tried to warn them.
"Hey... Look out!" he said.
The Dacians were already watching, understanding no more than the Romans. Instinctively, Aram stepped in front of the elder, but was pushed aside. Frowning and apprehensive, the old Dacian stepped right in front of the ray and was engulfed in yellow light a few moments later.
"Kinda looks like Jupiter is pissing on us," remarked the young centurion stupidly.
The light went over the old man and immediately found Aram. He tried to step around it, but the light found him again in an instant. He, too, shot a questioning look at the old man, who simply shrugged and said nothing.
Then, the light turned orange, and then red.
"Looks like someone kicked the shit out of Jupiter and now he's pissing blood," replied Naevius even more stupidly.
The ray stayed red for a few more moments, and then a strange thing happened.
It turned dark.
The summer sun was still shining and there was plenty of light everywhere, but the ray above Aram was like a grey shadow, which turned darker and darker until the young man disappeared in it completely. There was a black flash -- the ray becoming, for an instance, blacker than black -- and then it disappeared in a blink of an eye.
Aram was gone.


II.
"My grandfather fought in the great war," the young girl said.
"What great war?" asked the boy.
"You know. When King Stephen the First invaded us."
"What King Stephen?"
"The King of Hungary, over a hundred years ago. He attacked us with thousands and thousands of soldiers. We were weak and divided, and we tried to unite against him, but he won anyway."
"How do you know all this?" asked the boy.
"My mom told me, and her father told her. He fought with the Ungri Nigri, the Black Hungarians," answered the girl.
"Wow," remarked the boy.
 They were sitting on a low wall, next to the remnants of a marble statue, in the middle of the ruins of the old Apulum castra. Its front arches still stood, but there was no gate anymore, and vegetation had long before claimed the fort on the hill.
A few steps away, a flock of sheep was grazing carelessly. The ruins were a favoured playground for kids in Belleggrada. Neglected and uninhabited, they were infested with snakes and lizards, but if you looked hard enough, there were still silver coins to be found, even four centuries after the fort had been abandoned. Doina had never found such a coin herself, but she knew a boy who had -- or so he claimed.
Snakes and silver coins. That was what the great Apulum fort amounted to.
Down beyond the rolling green hills, the river Marosh sparkled in the summer sun like a long, fat, silver snake.
"I'm ten," announced the boy proudly and suddenly.
"I'm twelve," countered Doina.
There was another pause. A green lizard poked its head from under the fallen head of a statue, looked around, then quickly climbed over and disappeared into the grass on the other side.
"So who were the Ungri Nigri?" he asked.
"They were the best soldiers in all Vlachia and Transylvania," she said. "They fought in many wars and won them all. But they didn't like Jesus," she added.
The boy's eyes grew wide.
"They were Jews?!"
"No, silly. They were not Jews and they were not Christians. They did not believe in God at all."
The boy's eyes grew even wider.
"How can someone not believe in God?!"
"I don't know, but they didn't. Mom said that made them fierce and fearless. She said that after Stephen became king, he sent a bishop to convert them."
"And?"
"And they refused."
"So what happened?"
The girl turned to face him, brought her hands up in front of her face, palms outward, fingers curled, and continued mischievously:
"The bishop talked and talked, but the Ungri didn't listen. So the bishop lined them up and pulled the eyes out of every other man in the line."
That impressed the boy. "Oh, shit!" he pondered in a loud whisper.
It never occurred to him how this band of fearless warriors stood in a docile line, waiting to be blinded by a single bishop. The bishop was next to God for him.
"But why didn't they want to believe? God would have saved them from blindness if they only obeyed the bishop, right?"
Doina shrugged and said nothing. The boy jumped off the ruined wall, picked up his shepherd's stick and began wielding it like a great sword.
"Then they could've gone on fighting and killing and destroying!" continued the boy, punching the marble statue with the wooden stick.
One of the dogs started to bark.
"You're scaring the sheep," said Doina, laughing.
The boy stopped, giving the headless statue a fearsome hairy eyeball.
"When I grow up, I wanna be a bishop," he declared.
That amused Doina even more.
"Bishops are weird," she said. "And besides, there's too many of them already."
The boy turned to face her. "How do you know?"
"Simple. There's no more land to give them, they have it all already."
"And how do you know that?"
"My mom told me that the Pope just made a bishop over a land that's just been discovered."
"Discovered? Where?"
"I don't know. Across some really, really big water."
"Who discovered it? The Hungarians?"
"No, the Vikings."
The boy had heard of the Vikings. There had been Vikings in Transylvania, too. They'd only left charred bodies and houses in their wake.
"Oh, shit," he whispered again.
"Yeah. And the Vikings aren't even Christian. So some Viking named Erik found some new land, and the Pope immediately made a bishop for it. So imagine how long the waiting line is to be a bishop."
The boy considered for a few moments, then asked:
"What's even greater than a bishop?"
"I don't know. The Pope, I guess."
"Can I be the Pope?"
"You don't wanna be the Pope, you silly. The Pope is not as powerful as you think."
"But he's God's man on Earth, and he's bigger than the bishops, so how can he not be powerful? I bet he's big as a bear and has an axe as tall and wide as a man," the boy said.
"I doubt it. Not this Pope, anyway. My mom said some king took him hostage and kept him in a prison for four months."
That left the boy gaping again.
"The Pope?! Hostage in prison?! For four months?!"
"Oh, yeah," said Doina. "Because he didn't want to make the king, King," she said, somehow managing to pronounce the capital letter.
"Huh?"
"I mean, this king was obviously king of his kingdom, but unless the Pope makes you King, you're gonna have trouble with the Pope's bishops and whatnot," she explained.
This scenery of great powers interacting with each other really sparked the boy's imagination. He could see giants shooting flames towards each other, kings and Kings and Popes and bishops and blinded warriors, in a fiery land over a background consisting mainly of fire.
"Wow," he said. "I wanna be King."
"Well, good luck," she said. "And I wanna fly like a bird."
The boy started pounding the statue again, twisting in place, jumping around, using all sorts of imaginary battle techniques and screaming:
"Take that! And that!"
The dog started barking again.
"Cut it off, will you," said Doina. "I told you you're scaring the sheep!"
The boy hit the statue a few more times, then stopped to catch his breath.
But the dog kept on barking. And then the other dog joined in.
A great ribbon of yellow light appeared from the east, hanging on nothing but the blue sky itself and sweeping the green hills. It hopped from place to place, advancing towards the ruins, the flock of sheep and the two kids. Doina saw it and gave out a cry.
"Simion, look out! Get out of there!" she shouted.
The little boy raised his eyes, startled. He saw the great ray of yellow light and froze on the spot.
"Hide, Simion! Hide!" shouted Doina as she jumped off the wall and knelt next to it, on the other side.
Simion did not budge. Mouth agape, unable to move a muscle, he stared at Doina as the light engulfed him. For a few moments, he was turned into gold. Then the ribbon moved on, and the boy fainted in the tall, soft grass.
Doina curled down, at the bottom of the thick wall, shut her eyes and started to sob. She felt alone and afraid. A wave of panic came to her, and she began to pray to control it: Pater noster, qui es in caelis, sanctificetur Nomen Tuum, adveniat Regnum Tuum...
Then, through her eyelids, she saw bright light. She opened one eye and saw that the grass and rocks and the feet under her had turned into gold.
Fiat voluntas Tua...
And then her feet turned orange, and then red, and then dark red, until the light turned into shadow and the stones became grey and then black, and then blacker than black, while everything else around her stayed the same. And then there was a black flash.
A little later, the boy woke with a start and stood up. The sheep were quietly grazing, just a few more steps lower down the hill. The two dogs were still guarding them, also silently doing their jobs. He looked towards the sun; he couldn't have been out for more than a few moments. He looked around for his friend, then searched every corner of the ruins, inspected each wall and boulder, shaded his eyes and looked in all directions around him down the hill.
Doina was gone.


III.
"My grandfather fought in the great war," the taxi driver said.
"Oh, really? On which side?"
That stumped the driver for a second.
"Well, the Germans, of course. He maybe fight with Russians too, but he was killed by one of your people before we change side."
The red and white taxi negotiated the narrow streets of Alba Iulia, en route from the train station to a hotel. Its single passenger, a man in his late thirties, with short cropped hair and green eyes, looking quite fit for his age, pulled out his HTC One and checked it again for messages. There were none.
He inspected the driver's ID card, which was hanging from the rearview mirror. The driver appeared to be in his sixties. Old enough to have had a grandfather in World War II? Maybe.
"How did he die?" he asked.
"At the oil fields, in Ploiești," came the answer. "He was an anti-aircraft, how you say? Shooter?"
"Gunner. Well, I don't think he was shot by my ancestors, then," said the passenger. "It was mostly the Yanks who bombed your oil fields, back in forty-two."
"And what are you? Not American?"
"Definitely not American, mate. I'm British. English, actually."
The taxi driver was disappointed.
"I thought you were American."
"Sorry," said the passenger, wryly.
Long, drab apartment buildings with four floors and shops at ground level, remnants of the Communist era, lined the street on both sides. People, most of them carrying colourful plastic bags, walked hurriedly on the sidewalks. The city was generally clean, and obvious efforts were being made to keep it beautiful -- trees had been planted and were being looked after, colourful flowers adorned the roundabouts, and everything seemed to have been repainted recently. There was much construction going on too, with cranes and heavy equipment visible everywhere.
Bank offices and mobile phone shops abounded; there seemed to be at least a couple of them every hundred metres. On the road there was no shortage of big, expensive cars; he had counted more Mercedes, BMW and Audi logos than he had seen since... That he had seen in a long time.
But the taxi was a Romanian car, a Dacia. He inspected it further, with some interest. It looked maybe a little cheap, but functional. The engine seemed to be running fine, and it didn't make any strange noises. He looked around himself. The upholstery was definitely cheap and stained, but the doors closed well and the windows were electrically operated. He glanced at the odometer: it read over six hundred thousand kilometres. To the Moon and back, he thought.
"Are you happy with this car?"
Glad to practice his English on a subject he actually knew something about, the driver took the ball and ran with it.
"This Dacia? This is Dacia Logan. I had this in taxi for six years. It was four hundred thousand kilometres when I buy it. I give it GPL and oil, and it give me money."
The Brit didn't understand.
"GPL? What's that?"
The driver gesticulated with one hand, trying to explain.
"Is, what you call it? Gas, but liquid. Liquid gas, understand?"
"Oh, you mean LPG? Liquefied petroleum gas?"
"I don't know. Big tank in the back, yes? Pressure tank?"
"Yeah, that must be it. Interesting, I didn't know LPG was so popular in Romania."
"Is very popular. Especially with taxi. Because is cheap."
The Brit had seen Dacias all over Europe. It was indeed a popular car, inexpensive but reliable, but he was pretty sure it was sold either on petrol or on diesel. He knew, however, that LPG could be fit relatively easily to petrol engines.
"How much is a Dacia Logan here in Romania?"
"New is maybe six or seven thousand euros. But like this, maybe one thousand."
"Wow. That's really affordable."
The driver stopped at a red light, leaned out of his window and started a lively conversation with a taxi driver on the next lane. The passenger tried to catch a few words, but couldn't; they were speaking too fast, and probably in the Transylvanian dialect. He pulled his phone out and checked it again for messages. There was still none.
The light turned green and the taxi got moving.
"So what you do here?" asked the driver.
"I teach English," said the other.
"Really?" said the driver. "What you think of my English?"
"It's very good," said the Englishman politely. "Where did you learn it?"
"I work for two years in London, taxi driver. Four years ago."
"And then you returned and bought this car," completed the passenger.
"Exactly yes."
The road started climbing and the Communist era buildings made room for trees and parks. On top of the hill he could see a stone fortress.
"Is that the ancient citadel of Alba Iulia?" he asked the driver.
"That is the cetate," he answered. "I don't know the English word for it. It was called Apulum and if you look at it from up, is like a star, understand?"
"Yeah, I get it. How old is it?"
The driver shrugged. "The oldest part, Romans. But then they build it again, and then again. I don't know, hundreds of years, or maybe a thousand or maybe two."
Not impressed with the driver's knowledge of his hometown history, the Englishman made a note to look up some dates on Wikipedia. It certainly seemed like a place worth visiting, once he got set up. Whoever had renovated the fort had known what they'd been doing, he thought. Old portions of the wall had been carefully preserved and outlined, and the modern masonry was tasteful and in line with the original architectural intent. High up on the walls he even saw a man dressed in what he assumed was a historically accurate uniform, complete with a musket with bayonet on.
"Is very nice, you must go see. They do the, what's the word? Changing of the guards? Every day at noon. They change the guards and they shoot the cannons three times."
"Just like your granddad."
The driver laughed.
"Yes, just like my grandfather. Very funny!"
The Englishman smiled and pulled out the phone. He made sure it showed signal bars and that he hadn't got any text messages, then put it back in his pocket.
The sky was clear of clouds, and the summer air was getting pretty hot. The air conditioning in the car was turned off, no doubt to save LPG, and both front windows were open. As long as the car was moving, the draft made the heat marginally bearable. His shirt was already wet and sticky, and he couldn't wait to have a shower at the hotel.
"Look, see? That is one of the main gates. They have names, the gates. This one is called Dextra, I think." The driver leaned to his right, pointing excitedly up the hill, and almost hit the car in front of them. He slammed the brakes, and the Englishman's seat belt restrained him quite violently. He blinked a few times, literally taken aback.
"Fucking the fuck fucker and fuck," randomly cursed the driver through clenched teeth, and then continued with a long stream of Romanian profanities, all the time depressing the left-hand lever next to the steering wheel, which, it turned out, was where Dacia cars have their horn.
Suddenly, the doors of the car in front opened, and its driver simply took off running, leaving the keys in and the engine running. As they looked around, they saw many other drivers abandoning the cars, as well as pedestrians running or pointing excitedly, some talking on their phones.
The Englishman looked where people were pointing, and his blood froze.
A vertical, yellow ribbon of light, so tall that it was impossible to see where it originated, was scanning the street right in front of him. It seemed to hover for a second over each person it encountered, and it even seemed to be manoeuvring so as to not miss anybody.
The driver stared at the ribbon, then back at his passenger, dazed and stupefied, suddenly unable to remember any words in English. He made a vague gesture and a guttural noise, then he got out of the car, hesitated, and took off for the opposite sidewalk.
By then, the street was drowned in shouting and panic. The Brit saw a mother crouching to protect her two children, next to a wall. The yellow ray, almost two metres wide but displaying no halo, instead having sharp, well-defined edges, was impossibly tall -- as if it was coming from outer space, he thought for an instant. It found the mother and her children, and momentarily clad them in gold, before moving on. The family appeared, at first glance, to have emerged completely unharmed.
He was reminded, for another instant, of a sci-fi film. "War of the Worlds," or maybe "StarTrek," or some such. We're being scanned, he thought again. We're being fucking scanned. If the Yanks or the Russians are doing this from orbit... this could be how World War Three starts. And then, coldly: Good thing I'm not even scared.
But he knew exactly why he wasn't scared. In fact, at that particular point in his life, he felt he might have rather welcomed World War Three.
Dozens of people were running around him, some abandoning their cars, nearly trampling each other, some shouting into their mobile phones, some inventively trying to hide underneath the vehicles, and apparently he was the only one able to keep his cool.
It's looking for someone in particular, he determined. I guess it's time to be the grey man.
He reached underneath the car seat, found the front-back adjustment lever, pulled it and slid the seat all the way back. Then he lifted his feet up onto the seat and crouched.
Then he waited.
When the light came near him, he inhaled deeply. He assumed it would not be painful, because none of the people who had been scanned seemed to be hurting -- except for one or two who fainted, most likely out of panic -- but he was ready for anything.
He turned golden. Even though he was still inside the car, the light shone right through the roof of the Dacia, as if it were made of clear glass. He tensed instinctively, fighting the impulse to move. Be the grey man, he repeated in his head, not noticing the irony of the colour metaphor. Be the one that stays unnoticed.
But it wasn't to be. His clothes and his skin turned orange, then fiery red, and then the light turned into shade, and the shade turned into blackness, although everything around him was still being bathed in light by the afternoon sun.
This had not happened to any of the other people.
His instincts kicked in, but there was nothing he could do. It all happened in a second.
The blackness got blacker than black, and then there was a black flash, if such a thing can be imagined -- on top of the other unimaginable things that had just happened.
Then the ribbon simply disappeared.
People slowly unfroze, mothers slowly stood up over their kids, screams stopped and someone began to cry softly.
In the silence that followed, the taxi driver, who had only gone a few dozen steps away, returned to his car. Slowly and apprehensively, he checked inside it from a safe distance, expecting to see a charred body at the very least. What he saw instead took him completely by surprise: the car was completely empty.
The Englishman was gone.
 
* * *
 
The civilian quick response teams made it to the site in less than three minutes. Over a dozen calls, ranging from excited to panicky, had been made to the 112 emergency number, but they might as well have not bothered. The dispatch building had a clear view towards the cetate and the entire team -- phone dispatchers and radio operators, medics and policemen on duty, as well as a number of traffic cameras -- saw the whole thing.
They all did their jobs as best they knew, given that nobody had any idea what they were facing. Representatives of the Romanian Police and SMURD, the renowned medical emergency service, jumped on radios, phones and dedicated fibre optics hotlines and screamed for every single car, cop, paramedic, medic and fireman available.
The police were first on scene, blocking both ends of the street with four cars. Then the firemen brought in a big intervention vehicle, but there was no fire and no serious car crash to speak of. Then the SMURD came, in two fiery red ambulances, lights and sirens blazing, and immediately started looking after the people who had fainted or were feeling sick.
The police major on duty at the 112 dispatch wanted to put in a call to his superior, but had problems figuring out how to describe what had happened. From the moment the yellow ribbon appeared, no more than ten minutes had passed, and one of the phone operators yelled excitedly:
"Come look! It's on YouTube already!"
Thanking God for technology, the police major placed the call to his colonel in Bucharest, helpfully providing him, at the same time, with the YouTube link by email; the colonel called the Ministry of Internal Affairs, who immediately panicked and called the Ministry of Defence, who immediately panicked as well.
Someone had the idea to call ROMATSA, the Romanian Air Traffic authority, and ask if anything suspicious had appeared on their radars. The answer was negative, and the Air Force confirmed it as well. Someone else said they had better do something, or they'd look bad at the very least, so another call was placed to the 71st Romanian Air Force Base at Luna, about seventy kilometres away from Alba Iulia. They quickly tasked an IAR-330 helicopter, a Puma SOCAT, with a recon mission.
The crew was told to look for unusual atmospheric phenomena, and that it was not a drill. They shrugged, ran to the helicopter, had it loaded with live ammo, then took off south. The powerful attack helicopter, armed with a swivel cannon and anti-tank missiles, arrived over Alba Iulia in about fifteen minutes.
It scanned the area with everything it had, from thermal sensors to radar to LIDAR to the Mark I eyeball, but found nothing in the air except birds and clouds. Nothing at all.
Then, the police major from the 112 dispatch called again.
A sweating, frenzied taxi driver had reported that his passenger had disappeared when the ribbon hovered over his taxi car and turned black. No, he did not have the passenger's name, but he was a foreigner. No, not American. He was British. Or English, one or the other -- the driver was not sure. The passenger had been rather short, in his late thirties, quite fit, had short hair and had said he was a teacher of English. He had been picked up at the train station, where he had arrived by train directly from the airport, carrying one single piece of luggage, which was still on the back seat of the car. The bag had no name or airport tag.
The colonel in Bucharest called the Ministry of Internal Affairs again, and asked for a list of all United Kingdom citizens who had entered Romania in the previous twelve hours. He received it in five minutes by email. It contained thirty-three names, points of entry and passport numbers.
The colonel chewed on his moustache, googled the British Embassy and found a phone number. He called it and identified himself, in English. He explained that there had been a problem with a British national on Romanian soil who might have gone missing, and asked to be put through to the consulate. Ten seconds later, he was holding the phone with one hand and forwarding the list of names with the other. He was told that retrieving the necessary information might take a while, so the colonel asked if the United Kingdom would kindly allow him to visit the embassy and continue the conversation there. His request was graciously granted.
It took him fifteen minutes to arrive at the British embassy, in an official car with blue lights, screaming siren and a special ops driver. As he opened the door into the consulate  main office, he was welcomed by a man and a woman. They introduced themselves and the man said:
"Did you say the missing person was a teacher of English?"
"That is what I have been told, yes," replied the colonel.
"That's very good. He was probably a voluntary, so he must've registered his contact info here in Romania with the UK authorities as he left England."
"How will you know which one on the list he is?"
"For starters, we eliminate all the ladies, the children and the elderly, and so we are left with twenty-two individuals. Then, we retrieve their home addresses and mobile telephone numbers."
"Great. When do we start?"
"Actually, colonel, we have already started. My colleague called sixteen numbers as of yet, and their owners are all fine, in various places in Romania."
"Most are right here in Bucharest," added the woman, who was just hanging up.
The colonel nodded, sat down and waited. The woman made two more calls and crossed two more names off the list.
He looked at the list and read the next name: Mark Greene. She dialled the number and waited.
She got the voicemail.
She dialled again; and again, there was no answer. She drew a small star next to the name and called the remaining three numbers. They all answered and confirmed they were alive and well.
Without a word, she passed the list to the consulate man.
"We may have found our man, sir," he said to the Romanian colonel. "I'll look up the name in the exit database I was mentioning earlier." He sat at a computer, opened an application and carefully entered the name and passport number into the system.
"It'll take a moment for the search results to come through," he said. "Tea?"
"Thank you, no," declined the colonel.
Across the room, a phone rang. Someone answered.
"Mr. Grant, it's for you," she said, addressing the man sat at the computer.
"Please excuse me," he said, standing up and crossing the room to the telephone. The colonel nodded.
Mr. Grant identified himself on the telephone and immediately turned his face to the wall. He listened for a few seconds, then said understood and hung up.
He turned to face the colonel with a strange light in his eyes.
"Great news, colonel. You'll be happy to know Mr. Greene is alive and well, too. I'm afraid your taxi driver must have misheard his passenger's nationality."
"Was that him?" asked the colonel.
"To whom are you referring?" countered the other.
"Was that Mr. Greene on the phone?"
"Yes, indeed," said the man. "He noticed his missed calls and called us right back."
The colonel was silent. He had been a cop for over thirty years. He could smell bullshit from a thousand yards.
"Of course, colonel, we are going to have to insist that you forward us a copy of the incident report. No need to have it translated, sir; we have our own people," added the man, all smiles.
"Of course," answered the cop.
"And now, sir, we would like to extend our thanks and appreciation for the care you are displaying towards Her Majesty's subjects during their stay in your wonderful country."
The other man took the hint. He saluted and left.


IV.
Lā ʾilāha ʾillā-llāh, Muhammadun rasūlu-llāh...
The man was bound and bleeding and kneeling and had a bag over his head. His shoulders were twitching, as if he were crying. Left, left, left... left, right... left, right, left...
Mark woke up with a start. He couldn't see clearly and he had a massive headache. He was sat down someplace, and the first thing he discovered was that he couldn't move his hands or legs.
He almost panicked for a second, yanking on the bounds to no avail, then started blinking. Slowly, his vision began to clear.
He was in a round room, gently lit from the walls, about five or six steps across. His wrists were covered with a sort of thick gel, almost like a resin, that seemed soft, but quite impossible to break. He leaned a little forward and saw his ankles glued in the same grey stuff. He was still dressed exactly like in the taxi, with Timberlands, a pair of blue jeans and a light blue shirt. Except the shirt was no longer wet, and he was no longer sweaty.
He began to take in his surroundings. He looked up at the vaulted ceiling; then he looked down.
Across the room, at one hundred and twenty degrees from each other, were two seemingly identical seats. Both were occupied. To his left was a young man, maybe around twenty, tall and obviously quite well built, with shoulder-length blond hair that fell into his eyes, clad in woollen pants and a strange shirt made from the same material. He was wearing leather shoes, the likes of which Mark had seen in a BBC documentary about the early Saxons. The young man was slowly shaking his head, but was not fully awake yet.
To his right, there was a young girl. She was wearing a single garment, like a  long dress, made of a rough, dark grey material that might have been flax fibre. She had no shoes at all, and she was wearing a small, wooden cross tied with a string around her neck. She had just come to, and her brown eyes were filled with fear.
"Hello," called the Englishman. "Are you alright?"
She blinked, turned left and faced him. Her mouth opened and a stream of words came out. It took Mark a few seconds to realise that she was speaking Latin, and another few seconds to discern that she was praying:
"...sicut in caelo, et in terra... panem nostrum cotidianum da nobis hodie, et dimitte nobis debita nostra..."
Then, the young man opened his eyes and blinked a few times, clearing his vision. He yanked on his wrists and ankles furiously, moving this way and that, trying to set himself free. After a few failed attempts, he looked to his right at Mark and began to speak.
Mark could not understand a single word that the other said. He waited for a pause in his stream of questions (they had to be questions, based on general intonation -- that, and common sense) and interjected:
"I can't understand you." Then, he added: "I'm Mark."
The other listened and measured him carefully from across the room. The Englishman immediately knew he was being sized up.
"Cooman?" asked the young man.
Mark shrugged.
"Pecheneg?"
He shook his head.
"Guerrman?"
Wait. Did he just say "German"?
"Verstehst du mich?" asked Mark, in hopeful German. The blond man listened, paused, then went on asking:
"Gaal?"
"Mark," said the Englishman. He wiggled a finger, trying to point to himself, then enunciated again, clearly: "Mark."
The girl finished the prayer, with her eyes closed and tears streaming down. She was shivering. Then she started again:
"Pater noster, qui es in caelis..."
It's the Lord's Prayer, thought Mark. In Latin! He was about to speak, but the other man looked at her and intervened, frowning:
"Pater tuus?"
The girl stopped, opened her eyes, and stared at the young man to her right.
He asked again:
"Ipse pater tuus?" pointing with his head towards Mark, who started wishing he'd actually paid attention in Latin class.
She shook her head, looked down and started over:
"Pater noster, qui es in caelis..."
"Pater in caelis?" asked the blond man, incredulous.
Finally, Mark caught on. He was asking her about her father, not understanding the God metaphor. He couldn't understand the "father in the sky" part of the prayer. The man spoke Latin, but didn't know the Lord's Prayer.
And then they all started speaking simultaneously, each trying to understand what had happened, how they had ended up in there, where they were and why, why they couldn't understand each other, how strange the other's clothes seemed to each of them, both men trying to raise their voice above the other two, the young girl praying louder and louder, eyes squeezed tight, tears flowing on her dirty cheeks.
They felt pricks in their wrists and ankles, and they all fell asleep.


V.
Lā ʾilāha ʾillā-llāh, Muhammadun rasūlu-llāh...
The man was bound and bleeding and kneeling and had a bag over his head. His shoulders were twitching, as if he were crying. Left, left, left... left, right... left, right, left... left, right.
Sara.
Mark woke with a start again. He was in exactly the same place. Nothing seemed to have changed, and other than the phone in his pocket, he had no means to tell the time. He was still bound to the seat, so he had no way to reach his trousers, or nearly anything else other than his own fingers and the gluey resin.
The blond man was already awake. He was obviously in some pain and he had been waiting for the other two to wake up. Mark watched him with curiosity.
"Fuck," uttered the blond man, all of a sudden. Then he recoiled, as if saying that rude word had caused him physical pain.
"Shit," he said again, and he recoiled again. Not in pain, Mark saw. In... surprise?
Well, there was plenty going on to surprise anybody, that much was certain.
"I speak... En-glish," went on the young man, amazed at himself.
Mark was pretty amazed himself.
"You certainly do, mate. Though you didn't earlier. Are you alright?"
The blond man was looking at Mark's lips and silently imitating their movements, almost like deaf people when they lip-read. Then he answered:
"What a fucking headache," he said, this time with more conviction. "Fuck. Where the fuck am I?"
"I don't know either, but you sure seem cross about it," said Mark.
"What stupid fucking language. We got a thousand curse words in my language, English only has nine or ten."
Mark had no immediate reply to that.
"Why am I here?"
"I don't know."
"Where is here?"
"I told you, I don't know."
"Is she your daughter?" asked the young man, pointing with his head towards the girl, who was not yet awake.
"No. She wasn't talking about me," said Mark.
"She said something about her father in the sky, what does that mean?"
After debating comparative invectives, Mark thought to maybe postpone religion for another time.
"What's your name?" he asked instead.
"Aram. Yours?"
"Mark."
"Ah, you said that. I thought you were a Gaul. What are you?"
"English."
"What, like the language?"
"Yeah."
"How come I'm speaking it if I've never even heard of it?"
"I truly have no idea, Aram. I, for one, am English so I've been speaking it since childhood. The girl over there was praying in Latin, and you seemed to understand her, for some part."
"Yeah, I speak a little Latin."
Mark was afraid of what Aram would say next.
"To get along with the Romans," Aram finished.
Oh, shit. Am I having a nightmare? He inhaled deeply, closed his eyes, and asked the obvious question.
"What year is it, Aram?" asked Mark tentatively.
"Last I checked, it was the year of the consuls Aurelius and Calvinus. Why?"
"Consuls... as in Roman consuls?"
"What else?"
Mark's headache was getting worse. If this is a nightmare, why do I have a headache? I thought you're not supposed to feel pain in sleep...
The girl opened her eyes wide.
"...but deliver us from evil, amen," she said immediately.
And their grey resin bindings suddenly dissolved into nothingness.


VI.
Aram was the quickest to stand up, as if he was afraid not to get stuck again. He flexed his arms and neck. He was stiff. Mark stood up too, and quickly crossed the room to the little girl, who was rubbing her wrists and wiping her dirty cheeks.
"Can you understand me?" he asked, gently.
The girl looked up at him and answered:
"Yes." She, too, recoiled in fright and put a hand over her mouth, looking at him with wide eyes.
"It's alright," he said. "You didn't know this language, and now you do. The same happened to him," he said pointing at Aram, who had just joined them.
"I want to go home," said the young girl, and then repeated it in her own language: "Vreau acasă".
"Casa, means house, or home," said Aram.
"What's your name?" Mark asked her.
"Doina".
Aram nodded. "I've heard this name before."
"How old are you, Doina?"
She raised one finger on her left hand, and all five on her right; then she made fists, and repeated. Then, she said:
"Twelve. Twelve?"
"That's twelve, very good," said Mark.
"Can I go home? Please."
"That's a good idea," said Aram. "Let's find a way out of here. I don't like this place."
"Just one moment," said Mark. Then he turned towards Doina and asked:
"Doina, can you please tell me what year it is?"
Aram opened his mouth to speak, then thought again and kept quiet.
Doina raised her thumb four times, saying:
"One thousand... one hundred... eleven."
For a few seconds, nobody said anything.
"I don't get it," said Aram. "One thousand one hundred and eleven, what?"
"Years from the birth of our Lord, Jesus Christ," recited Doina.
"From the what now?!" asked the blond in complete confusion.
"You don't know our Lord, Jesus Christ?" asked Doina.
"Not really, no."
"Are you a Viking?" she asked, eyeing him apprehensively.
Mark was watching to the dialog intently, and again he held his breath waiting for Aram's response.
"I'm a duck," he said. Or, at the very least, that was what Mark thought he heard.
"How can you be a duck?" she asked, serious. "Ducks lived many years ago."
Maybe I've got a concussion and I'm in a coma in the hospital, thought the Englishman. This is just too surreal.
Then, the young man clarified:
"Well, I'm an actual Dac, from Dacia, believe me."
He said Dac, not duck, realised Mark. He means he's a Dacian. From the ancient  Roman province of Dacia.
He looked at his hands. He had read on a website that, if you're having a dream and you look at your hands, you become lucid, and you wake up. Nothing happened. He thought about a TV show he'd seen in England called "Life on Mars," about a man in a coma who woke up in the past. Could his subconscious replicate that situation? Was he maybe in a coma right now? Had that impossible ray been a figment of his comatose brain?
He decided that, for the time being, it didn't really make a difference.
"Doina, our friend Aram here is a Dacian -- that's the proper word for people in Dacia, in the language we're speaking. And I am an Englishman. What does that make you?"
"I am Vlach... ian?" she answered.
That confused both men.
"Ever heard of Vlachia?" asked Aram.
"I don't think I have," answered Mark.
"I live in Belleggrada," continued Doina.
That did little to help the others' confusion.
"Well, I've heard of Belgrade," Mark ventured.
"It's near the old town of Apulum," she finished.
Aram looked at Mark and they together.
"Alba Iulia," said Mark.
"I think I live there too," said Aram. "Only it wasn't very old when I last saw it."
"What's the last thing you remember?" asked Mark.
"I was walking on the road down the hill from the castra," said Aram using the Latin word for the fort. "This great light came sort of swiping from above and..."
"...turned everything into gold," continued Doina.
"It stopped above other people..."
"...but passed them on..."
"...but when it found me, it turned orange..."
"...then red, then black..."
"...and then we all woke up here," finished Mark.
"Yes," said Doina and Aram.
They went quiet for a moment, aware and amazed that they all seemed to have shared the same experience. Then, Mark had an idea.
"Aram, when was the last time you saw a Roman soldier?"
"I met a centurion called Naevius right before the light came," the blond man answered.
"Well. I don't know when those consuls you mentioned ruled, but I'm quite sure the Romans pulled out of Dacia in the third century."
"No, you're wrong," Aram said. "The Romans had at least ten centuries stationed at Apulum."
"I'm not talking about Roman troops," explained Mark. "A century, meaning one hundred years."
"Even I knew that," interjected Doina.
Aram was trying his best to understand. "So, three centuries means three hundred years... starting when?"
Doina obliged immediately: "From the birth of our Lord, Jesus Christ."
"What the fuck is a Lord?" blasphemed Aram candidly, in confusion. Doina turned red and said nothing more.
"It's a point in time when people started counted years," said Mark, trying to be helpful.
"What, you mean like ad urbe condita? Since Rome was created?"
"Exactly like that. Do you know what year it is, ad urbe condita?"
"I'm not sure. Nine hundred something, I think. Maybe nine hundred sixty something. We just say who the consuls are, it's a lot easier than numbers."
"Good," said Mark, mostly to himself; "now if I could only remember what year Rome was created..." He dug deep into his history training, concentrated for a whole minute, then came up with the answer: "Seven hundred and fifty-three before Christ. I think."
"So what?"
Doina was counting on her fingers.
"Oh, God. This man thinks the year is only two hundred and something," she said.
"That fits -- third century, Romans still in Dacia," said Mark.
"But... how can it be? He doesn't really look nine hundred years old, does he?" said Doina in confusion.
"Believe me, Doina... you don't look nine hundred years old, either."
"What?!"
"When I left, the year was two thousand and fourteen."
Aram and Doina stared at him.
"I know. I'm as confused as you are."
Aram sized him up again, from head to toe. He raised his eyebrows, then said:
"I don't know you. You may be lying, but I don't believe this girl is lying. She knows about Apulum and she speaks Latin."
"Only some prayers," said Doina.
Aram looked at her as if wishing she had kept her mouth shut. "Right. Don't know what those are, but anyway, you're too little to be talking lies."
Mark said, quietly: "The same thing happened to all three of us, Aram. The same light turning into deep black shade, remember?"
"I want to go home," said Doina again.
"Yes, I want to get out of here, too," said Mark placatingly.
"I wanna piss," said the Dacian.
"And I'm hungry," she added.
They looked around in puzzlement. The room was perfectly round, at least three metres tall, and there was no door in sight. The ceiling was arched and dark, but the round walls were radiating a warm, yellowish light. They all turned around searching for a way out, but found none.
Mark stepped to the nearest part of wall, and inspected it closely. On an impulse, he placed his hand on the lighted surface.
Small, black circles sprang from underneath his palm, forming a cluster around his fingers. Each circle had a symbol in it.
He quickly withdrew his hand. After a few seconds, the circles faded back into the light.
He touched the wall again, in a different place. The circles sprang to life again, in the same pattern.
Aram and Doina watched with interest.
"What are you doing?" asked Aram.
"I think this is a control panel of some sort," answered Mark. "I think each of these symbols does something. One of them must open a door." Or kill us all, he continued to himself.
Doina came closer and looked at each symbol in turn.
"I think it's this one," she said, pointing.
Mark looked at her in amazement. "How would you  possibly know that?"
"I don't know," she answered. "I just do. I think."
He frowned and looked at Aram. "What do you think?"
"Don't look at me," the Dacian said, wryly. "I'm from the third century."
Mark smiled and looked back at Doina. "Are you sure?" he asked.
"Yes. I think," she answered.
He bit his lower lip and touched the symbol that she'd indicated.
Suddenly, a diaphragm opened in the middle of the floor, about one and a half metres wide. It startled them, as they initially believed the entire floor would disappear, but that didn't happen. They gathered around the opening and looked inside. It appeared that the floor separated them from an identical room, that became lit just as the iris opened.
The room below was also about as tall as Mark and Aram together.
"I can't jump down there," said Doina. "It's too high!"
"You don't happen to carry a rope with you?" asked Aram.
"Sorry," answered Mark.
"Is there another way out of here?"
"Not that I can see, and I'm not about to start touching those symbols randomly."
"Why not? What can happen?"
"Well, I have no idea, do I?"
"So, down the hole then?"
"You really think you can make it?"
"I can try. I'm good with jumping," said Aram.
"What if you get hurt?"
"Don't you know? Dacians are immortal."
Mark thought he remembered some high school text by Herodotus that said exactly that.
Aram approached the opening and prepared. Right before jumping, he turned towards Mark and asked:
"Hey. Did you say the Romans left Dacia? When?"
"I can't remember exactly," Mark said. "Some time during the late third century, I think."
"Well, fuck me," Aram said. "That old Roman bastard Naevius was right."
Then he jumped.


VII.
Aram nearly lost his balance in mid-air when his fall was suddenly slowed down. As soon as his feet left the edge of the round opening, he found himself floating gently. Still falling, but much slower than would've been normal. He touched down lightly with both feet and a hand, just as if he'd only jumped from knee height. He looked up and said:
"Did you see that?! What was that?! It was like falling through water!"
Doina looked at the Englishman in confusion, then down at Aram and then back at Mark. The latter was himself staring down, thoughtfully.
"Where the hell are we?" he whispered to himself.
Aram got up and looked around.
"This place is just like the one you got there, 'cept there aren't any seats," he announced loudly.
From upstairs, Doina gave a yelp. "Look!" she said. Mark quickly followed her gaze and turned around.
The seats were gone.
"What happened?" asked the Dacian from below.
Mark came back to the edge of the opening.
"Seats are gone. Looks like the rooms are identical now!"
"Well, are you coming down or what?"
"How do we know it'll hold us like it held you?" asked Doina.
"Go on, I'll catch you if it doesn't," said Aram.
She looked at Mark. He nodded. She gathered her dress in a bunch so it wouldn't lift when she jumped, made the sign of the cross with her right hand, then stepped over the hole.
She floated down with a lot more grace than Aram. He caught her effortlessly, and they both looked at each other in amazement.
"OK... I guess it's my turn," said Mark.
He drew a deep breath and tried to prepare for anything, even an accelerated fall, if need be. Then, he stepped over the edge.
The sensation was akin to being in a wind tunnel, where you have to wear a special suit and high-pressure air is pumped from beneath so you can simulate free-fall, except there was no air rush. He simply drifted down, a lot slower than expected.
Well, bugger me, he said. Low g and normal g, all in one room. Something tells me Kansas is long gone.
He landed with both feet flexed, straightened up and looked at the other two. They moved out of the centre of the room, and immediately the diaphragm in the arched ceiling closed, leaving no sign it was ever there.
"What is this place?" asked Doina. "Where are we?"
"Also, I never thought I'd ask this, but when are we?" added Aram.
"More importantly," said Mark, "where is everybody?"
The others stared at him.
"Someone brought us here in the first place," he said. "Someone put us all in the same room, noticed that we weren't able to communicate, watched us, held us down even, put us to sleep and, when we woke up, the two of you were speaking my language. Then someone let us go, once it became evident that we understood each other. To me, that speaks of motive and purpose. Someone is doing this."
"What if they come looking for us in the room above?" asked Aram.
He stepped to the wall and placed his hand on it. The command circles sprang out from under his palm, just as they had from under Mark's.
"Hey, Doi," he called. "Which of these squiggly signs opens the ceiling again?"
Doina was taken by surprise.
"How did you know to call me Doi?" she asked. "My mother used to call me that."
Mark looked at her.
"Used to?"
"Yes, she... she died two years ago," she said.
"You live with your dad, then?"
"No," she said, curtly. "He was killed too, with my mom."
Aram abandoned the panel, took his hand off the wall and put it on the little girl's shoulder.
"I'm sorry," he said. "I didn't mean to bring back memories. I'll call you by your long name from now on."
"No, that's fine," she said. "I don't mind Doi. It actually means 'two' in Vlachian," she added.
Aram looked at her in surprise. "It means 'two' in Dacian as well!" he said.
"And I suspect it means the same in modern Romanian," Mark intervened.
They both looked at him.
"Why is it that the moment I think I understand something, one of you says something and I get confused again?" asked Aram, taking his hand off Doina's shoulder. "What the hell is Romanian now?"
He stopped for a bit, introspectively, then continued:
"And what the hell does 'hell' mean, anyway?"
"You don't know what hell is?!" asked Doina.
"Frankly, no, I don't," said Aram.
"Filii autem regni eicientur in tenebras exteriores ibi erit fletus et stridor dentium," quoted Doina in Latin.
"Do you actually know the whole Bible by heart?!" asked Mark in dismay.
"Wait, sons of what kingdom? What outer darkness, and whose teeth are grinding?" asked Aram too, bewildered. "Is that what you call hell? A dark place where you cry a lot because your teeth hurt?"
"Can we possibly not talk about eternal damnation right now?" interjected Mark. "Aram: hell is where some people believe they go to, after they die, if they had not behaved as their God ordered, while they were alive. Doina: it looks like Dacians were not yet Christians by Aram's time, so please try to understand. Aram, again: Romanians are the people who live in the same land where you, Dacians," then he turned at Doina, "and you, Vlachians were living. In my time, they are called Romanians, and their land is called Romania. Is that clear?"
The Dacian and the Vlachian watched him in silence.
"Now who's cross?" asked Aram.
Mark drew a deep breath.
"I'm sorry. I realise that we come from different cultures and we could talk about this for ages, but we have more important things to do right now," he said. "For all we know, every second we waste takes us farther away from home."
"Right," said Aram and quickly stepped away. "Doi, which symbol to open the ceiling?" he asked, hand on the wall again.
The little girl watched the symbols for a few seconds, then pointed at one.
"Are you sure?" asked Aram.
"Just touch it," she said.
Aram shrugged and put his index finger on the indicated glyph. Sure enough, the diaphragm opened above, right in the middle of the arch.
"How do we..." began Doina.
Aram took his hand off the wall, stepped to the middle of the room, and threw himself upwards. He floated for a few seconds, arms next to his body, legs stretched, and was standing in the room above in three seconds.
"...aha," she ended.
Mark looked up.
"Anything different up there?" he asked.
Aram looked around and answered loudly:
"Not that I can see, no."
"You think one of us should stay on guard there, just in case?"
The tall Dacian looked around.
"I'm pretty sure whoever put us here can find us," he said.
Good point, thought Mark.
"Fine. Float back down then."
Aram stepped into the opening and descended slowly; as soon as he cleared the ceiling, he did a back-flip in mid-air, becoming upright just as his feet touched the floor.
"Nice," said Doina.
"Thanks," said the Dacian, smiling.
Mark just rolled his eyes.
Doina approached the wall and raised her hand. She looked tentatively over her shoulder at the two men, then returned her gaze ahead and touched the lighted wall.
At least three times as many circles erupted from under her small palm, occupying a space about half a meter wide around it.
"Whoa," said Mark.
"Fuck," observed Aram, equally impressed.
"How did you do that?"
"Don't know," said Doina. "I just did what you did."
They came closer. The ceiling closed as soon as Aram stepped out of the centre.
"Can you understand any of these symbols?" asked Mark.
"I don't know," said Doina again.
"How can you not know?" asked Aram. "You either understand them, or you don't."
"If you ask me which one does something, like you did with that... floor-door, I can tell you which one it is. But I can't exactly explain what each of them does."
"Floor-door, I like that," said Aram.
"There are so many circles now," said Mark. "I wonder why you get so many and we only get a few."
"Jealous?" asked Aram. "Doi, I'll be happy if you find the one that says hot meal, the head and back home."
She looked at the circles in earnest.
"Sorry, none of them say that."
"But again, how can you know?" asked Mark in amazement. "For instance, what does this one do?" he pointed at a random symbol.
"It reverses the... I don't know how to say it. But please don't touch it. It's not good."
"You can tell that?"
"I can... I think I can feel it. I don't know how to explain."
"Some are good and some are bad then?" asked Aram with interest.
"I don't... feel that about every symbol," she admitted.
"Is there one that says call or ring or take us to your leader?" asked Mark.
She took a few seconds.
"I guess it'll be this one," she pointed at a symbol that was on the outermost area, towards the top.
"What does it say, exactly? Can you say?"
"Maker... by itself... of judgements...?" she tried.
The two men looked at each other.
"Autopilot?" ventured Mark.
"I don't know what that word means," she said. "But I think this one translates as three words, not just one."
"What words?" asked Mark.
"Let her think," said Aram. "Give her some time. We've only been speaking English for a little while." And then, to Doina:
"Doi, I know exactly how you feel. You know the word, but you're not sure how to say it in English, because you don't know what half the English words you've just learned actually mean. Just take your time."
Doina frowned, and dug deep into her newly acquired lexicon. She shut her eyes, and after a few seconds opened them again, and said:
"Automatic Decision Maker."
"So, autopilot," said Mark.
It was Aram's turn to roll his eyes and dig into his own fresh English vocabulary,  immediately coming up with:
"Smartarse!"
Mark gave a quick smile.
"Doi, does it also say enable or disable?"
"No. Just that."
He sighed. "OK. Let's summon the ADM then."
Doina touched the symbol with her small index finger.
"Can you tell me what this is?," said a voice out of nowhere.


VIII.
They were all badly startled. They looked around for the source of the voice, but it seemed to have come from all around them. Doina, who had been quite confident so far with the strange technology, took a frightened step back towards Mark, who put his arms protectively on her shoulders. Aram was tensed, turning around as if bothered by the idea of not having a safe place to back into.
Mark was the first to speak.
"Where are we?" he asked.
"Can you tell me what this is?" insisted the voice.
"What what is?" asked Aram in annoyance.
Doina nudged Mark and pointed at the wall. Near the agglomeration of symbols that her palm had made appear on the wall, there was a new, big circle, glowing softly, about a half metre in diameter.
"I think it's talking about that," she said.
Aram turned towards the diagram on the wall.
"It?" he asked, noticing for the first time that, indeed, the voice could not be immediately attributed to either gender.
"Can you tell me what this is?" asked the voice for the third time.
"Yes," said Mark. "It's a circle."
Immediately a diameter of the circle appeared, and then the circle itself unraveled its circumference as a straight, horizontal line.
"Can you tell me how many times this," and the diameter glowed, for a moment, brighter, "is smaller than this?" said the voice, making the unraveled circumference glow after that.
It's talking about the number pi, realised Mark. He thought for a second, then answered:
"Three point... "
Again, he found himself straining his memory to remember something from  his school days.
"...one four one five nine," was all he could remember. "It's an infinitely long number," he added.
"Then, in your words, you are using a decimal numeral system with fractions represented as divisions by powers of ten," the voice said. "I knew the numerals you use, but not their meaning. I shall henceforth convert all numbers to reflect your conventions."
"Who are you?" blurted Aram. "Show yourself!"
"I am an Automated Decision Maker. I am already manifesting myself."
"Where are we?" asked Mark.
"We are on an elliptical orbit around your planet of origin, travelling at zero point nine nine nine nine nine nine nine nine five eight times the speed of light, out of the star system plane, currently approaching it."
There was silence.
Doina raised her eyes at Mark.
"Is that far from home?" she asked.
"What's an orbit?" asked Aram.
Mark had a sudden vacant look on his face.
"Oh... shit," he answered. "So it wasn't the Yanks."
 
* * *
 
Aram moved in front of him, trying to catch his gaze.
"Hey," he said. "Mark."
No reaction. The taller Dacian seized the wiry Englishman by his shoulders and shook him gently.
"Mate," he said, using the British colloquialism for the first time. Finally, that got Mark focused on him.
"Hey. I didn't understand that. Third century, remember? How bad is it, if it's true?"
Suddenly feeling very tired, Mark sat down on the floor, with his back resting on the gently curving wall. He looked at his two companions. The little girl was scared, about to start crying. The Dacian, too, had a worried look behind his blond strands. He was tense and expectant.
Mark took a deep breath.
"OK," he said. "Astronomy lesson. Listen in."
Aram looked at Doina, then back at Mark. The latter rubbed his face, thought for a spell, then began:
"We were all born on the same planet, which we call Earth. It's a great, round body that rotates on its own axis, and also revolves around the Sun. It takes a day for a full rotation, and a year for a full revolution. Also revolving around the same Sun are a number of other planets; together, they make a system, that we call the Solar System."
He was gesticulating, trying to use his closed left fist to signify the Sun, and moving his right hand around it in orbits.
"So an orbit is the movement that one body makes around another body. The Earth flies on an orbit around the Sun, which is almost like a circle. The Moon has its own orbit around the Earth. The other planets have their own orbits too, as they revolve closer or farther away from the Sun than we are, and some also have natural satellites, just like Earth has its Moon."
He paused, trying to think out the next part.
"Now, the entire solar system is also moving, and so are very many other stars, together forming a galaxy. We all revolve around the centre of that galaxy, and we are closer to the fringe than to the middle. And there are many many galaxies, other than ours."
He looked up at the other two.
"Space is really... really... really huge," he ended lamely.
For a while, nobody said anything.
"OK," said Aram finally.
Mark looked at him. He had expected a torrent of questions and arguments.
"Just that? OK?"
"Well, who cares if the Earth goes around the Sun or the other way around? A day is a day and a year is a year."
He turned to Doina.
"Doi?"
"I believe you," said the young girl, simply.
"Thank you," he said with genuine gratitude.
"What about that light speed stuff?" asked Aram. "Isn't light..." and he dug for another neologism, "...instantaneous?"
"Light is pretty much the quickest thing there is, as far as we know, but it's not instantaneous," answered Mark. "You don't know what a metre is, do you?"
"Something to measure length?" said Doina, tentatively.
"That's right," said Mark. "A metre is about this big," he demonstrated with his hands. "When I stand up, I am one metre and seventy-one centimetres tall."
"Let me guess," said Aram. "There's a hundred centimetres to the metre."
"Your Latin pays off," said Mark.
"And a thousand metres make... A kilometre," discovered Doina.
"Very good. Now, how many hours in a day?"
"About ten," said Aram, "and about another ten in a night, but it depends on season."
"That's roughly right. In a full day, say from one morning to the next, there are twenty-four hours."
"And an hour has sixty minutes," said Doina.
"I knew that. I think," said Aram too.
"And a minute has sixty seconds," added Mark.
"Erm... right."
"So, we can measure speed, by saying how much time it takes for someone to travel a particular distance. You would say, I think, that some city might be four days away on horse, right?"
"Sure," said Aram.
"Well, that's distance expressed as time and speed," explained Mark. "Just as well, we can talk about speed in terms of distance and time. So if that city is two hundred kilometres away, we could say that the speed of a horse is two hundred kilometres in four days, right?"
"OK," said Aram.
"Well. Light travels nearly three hundred thousand kilometres... in a second."
The Dacian took a moment to ponder this, than said, coolly:
"Sounds about right to me."
Mark smiled.
"Well, I'm glad it does. What it also means is that, with each second, we are that much farther away from our homes."
Aram shifted his weight from one foot to another, looked at Doina, and said:
"Fine. And how do we get back?"
"I think the ADM said we're on the way back, didn't it? Doi, would you mind touching that symbol again?"
The little girl obliged, stepping to the wall, placing her palm against it, and chose the relevant symbol from the myriad that instantly sprang up.
"I'd still like to know why it responds so differently to her," said Mark.
"You can ask, I guess," said Aram. "But the important stuff first."
"What are you?" asked Mark loudly, looking around him.
The voice responded immediately.
"I am the Automated Decision Maker of this ship."
"Is there anyone else on board?"
"There is no-one else on board apart from the three of you."
"What are you doing?" asked Mark, then realised the question was vague. "What is your mission?" he reformulated.
"This ship is one of many, each sent out in different directions. They were all built by one civilisation with the purpose of finding intelligent alien forms of life in the galaxy. The mission is to find them, bring them on board and maintain the ship during their travel back to the original world."
"Is the ship's trajectory automated?"
"It was until now. However, with you here, the ship will require piloting on her way back home."
"Why the hell would we take it there?" asked Aram. "What would happen to us then?"
"I cannot say," said the voice. "My programming only defines my mission thus far."
"How did you bring us here?" asked Mark.
"Once we discovered intelligent life on your planet, an elliptical trajectory was programmed into the ship. On each pass, we retrieved one of you. This is to be the fourth pass."
"How did you retrieve us?"
"The ship was equipped with three matter transmitters. I used one on each pass. The transmitters are, by nature, single-use."
"Matter transmitter? What's that?"
"It is an orbital device that can scan for individuals of particular configuration, and then uses a focused energy beam to transport a discrete entity towards a receiver. This ship was, at that moment, passing by on the opposite side of the planet, and thus was able to receive the payload and reconstruct your bodies just prior to their embarkation."
Mark exhaled in amazement. Aram looked at him and said:
"I take it in your day they didn't have things as cool as that?"
"No, they didn't," answered Mark in a low voice. Hell, even the ones in sci-fi films didn't work like that, he thought. Then, to the air around him:
"So you're saying we piggy-backed on an energy beam and went through the whole planet Earth?"
"And reintegrated immediately outside the ship, after which you were pulled in," the ADM said. "Assuming I understand piggy-backing," it added.
"Was that the only way?"
"Focused energy of any kind travels only in a straight line," the ADM responded. "If it's emitted from orbit, it can only go forward through the planet."
"Now that you say it, it makes sense," said Mark. "But why are we all about nine centuries apart?"
"If the word relativity, as appears in your vocabulary, pertains to attraction forces perceived as geometric properties of space and time, then you may be aware of the time dilation effect."
"I think so," said Mark. "I may be. E equals em cee squared and all that?"
"Time aboard a vessel moving at velocities close to the speed of light flows at a different rate than for an outside observer. The approximately one month of our revolution took around nine hundred years on the surface of the planet."
Mark swallowed hard.
"So what year is it now on Earth?"
"I cannot answer that without direct observation and the local frame of reference," answered the ADM.
It was Aram's turn to speak:
"Wait. So I was the first one in, right?"
"Yes," answered the voice.
"That means I've been here for at least two months?"
"Yes. Doina has been here for over a month."
"Why aren't we dead?"
"After the initial analysis, I determined that interaction with you alone would not be sufficient, so I stored you until you became useful."
"You stored us?! What am I, wheat?"
"No," answered the voice earnestly.
"What are we to you then? Why are we here?"
"You are to be the crew of this ship."
Aram looked around him.
"I'm not a very good sailor, you know. I've never been on a ship in my life."
"Nobody's ever been on a ship like this, apparently," commented Mark.
"As the crew of this ship, we can do with it what we want?" asked Aram.
"Yes, but the assumption is that you will return it to its originating system and establish contact."
"Why would we do that?!" asked the Dacian again, in genuine curiosity.
"The premise of my programming was that any encountered civilisation, given the means to make contact with a new one, would welcome the opportunity. This ship is offered as such a means."
"Can we go home?" asked Aram, simply.
"We can return to Earth and are, in fact, doing so now. It is impossible, however, for you to return to your times, as time travel is physically impractical."
"So we can never see our homes again?" spoke Doina for the first time.
"I do not see how that could be accomplished."
"This is unacceptable," said Mark. "We didn't volunteer for this. Who are you to simply pluck us out of our lives and force us to man this ship?!"
"I am the ship's Automated Decision Maker," came the straight and unhelpful answer.
"And that gives you the right to kidnap people?"
"I do not have rights. I have only my programming."
To that, they found nothing to reply.
"Hey, I have two questions," said Aram after a while.
The ADM said nothing, so Aram carried on.
"How come we speak English all of a sudden?"
"Between the languages spoken by the three of you, English was the least complicated language, but offered the largest vocabulary," came the answer. "With your species, language skills are easily identified as specific neural pathways. I only reconstructed the same pathways in Doina's and Aram's brains."
"Easy as that?" asked Mark.
"No," said the voice. "I am merely trying to explain it in simple terms."
"I'm almost sorry I asked," said Aram. "Here's the other question. Well, actually, I think they're two."
Once more, the voice said nothing, and Aram asked:
"Where's the galley and where's the head? After two months, I really need to piss."


IX.
They all agreed that those were very good questions. Unfortunately, the ADM didn't have the answers they were hoping for. It knew the words, but had no idea of their meanings. It seemed to understand the concept of food as source of energy, but had none to provide for its crew. Neither was it familiar with toilet amenities. After a few minutes of explanations that ranged from patient to awkward to exasperated (Can't we just pee out of a window? Aram had asked at some point, prompting Mark  to give him a brief theory of vacuum), the Englishman said to Doina:
"Doi, why don't you try to talk to this thing? Maybe you'll have better luck. The ship does seem to like you better."
"I'll try," she said.
Mark turned towards Aram and gave him a pointed look, then casually stepped aside. The Dacian followed him. They whispered, not quite looking at each other:
"What if we're not being told the truth?" Mark asked.
"Crossed my mind," said the blond man, his lips barely moving.
"How about you go on a quick recon? See what you can see?"
Aram met his eyes for a second, then asked: "OK. Up or down?"
"Try up," said Mark. "We'll wait here. Find out as much about this place as you can. Then come back, and try down."
The other nodded, went to the wall and touched the symbol that opened the ceiling. Engaged in explanations with the ADM, Doina gave him a questioning look, but he just winked at her, and launched himself upwards. Mark followed him into the room above until the ceiling closed. He returned his attention to the young girl, who was trying to teach the artificial intelligence what water was.
"H2O," he said, suddenly.
Doina stopped in mid-sentence.
"I'm sorry," he said. "I just remembered. Water is two parts hydrogen, one part oxygen. Do you know these elements, Decision Maker?"
"I do," answered the walls. "I understand now what water is. It is a common compound."
"Well, do you have any?"
"No."
Doina gave a short gasp and looked at Mark. He tried to return an encouraging smile while he took in the answer. It hadn't been unexpected, but he had held some hope.
Are we gonna die of thirst on a spaceship? Mark asked himself. That would be the mother of all ironies!
"But I can make it," added the ADM.
"You can make water?!" she asked.
"Yes. It is similar to making air."
Of course, realised Mark. What have we been breathing all this time?! And that raised another question.
"What happens to the carbon dioxide we're exhaling?" he asked.
"Atmosphere mix is maintained constant by removing new gases and supplementing the ones you use," answered the ADM.
"How did you know to do that?"
"I analysed the atmosphere of your planet when Aram was retrieved."
"So we're breathing air as it was two thousand years ago?" Mark wondered.
"Two thousand years before you yourself were retrieved," corrected the voice.
"Wow," said Mark. "This is the cleanest air I'll ever breathe, probably."
Doina looked at him, impatiently.
"We were talking about water," she said. Then, to the walls: "Can you make us water, please?"
"Yes," said the voice. A mass of grey, viscous gel suddenly oozed from a portion of the lower wall, from the floor to about waist height. It was shifting and changing shape for a few seconds, until it turned clear and liquid. For a tiny instant it hung still into the air, then splashed on the floor in a big puddle, splattering Mark's shoes and trousers.
"Wow!" exclaimed Doina. "Is that water?"
"Yes," answered the voice.
Mark knelt down and touched the liquid with two fingers. It felt neither cold nor warm. He rubbed his fingers together; it did feel like water. He sniffed it, and discovered it was odourless. He took a risk and tasted it; it was tasteless, too.
"It may be water," he said, carefully.
"How are we supposed to drink it now? It's all over the floor."
"Well, we could use a piece of cloth," he said, "or we could be a little creative. Let's experiment."
He stood up.
"Watch this," he told Doina and winked. He looked at the wall and made sure the ADM symbol was still glowing.
"ADM," he called. "Can you create a solid, hollow object the shape of a hemisphere, with a radius of ten centimetres and a thickness of one, with a flat square base of four centimetres each side, that will be filled with water?"
"Yes," answered the voice.
The mass of grey gel oozed again out of the wall, this time gathering at its base, just where it met the floor. It looked alien and grotesque, but it quickly morphed into the round shape of a bowl, part of it solidifying and part of it liquifying, until it looked like a normal dish -- if such a thing could be said about an object of completely unknown provenance, made of a completely alien material -- filled to the brim with clear water.
"That was amazing," said Doina, and leant over to pick it up. She was careful not to spill it, but the bowl was too full and dripped a little. She shot a questioning glance towards Mark, who said:
"Yeah, let me try it first." He took the bowl out of her hands, carefully put his mouth next to its edge, and took a small sip.
It tasted like nothing, just like pure water is supposed to.
He swallowed and braced himself, waiting for a few seconds for something bad to happen, like a sudden stomach ache -- or instant death, he thought.
But nothing happened at all.
"I think it's fine," he said, and passed her the bowl.
The young girl drank with enthusiasm. She stopped when the bowl was less than half full, and, wiping her mouth, she handed it back.
"For you and Aram," she said.
Just as he took a big gulp, the floor opened.


X.
Aram floated up through nearly immobile drops of water and stepped out of the low-g zone, with what seemed like practised ease, right into the puddle on the floor.
"What the hell happened here?!" he asked, as the floor-door closed.
"We made water," said Doina, proudly.
Mark gave him the bowl and the Dacian drank it to the last drop, then looked at it with curiosity.
"What did you find?" asked Mark.
Thoughtfully, Aram looked up towards the ceiling through which he had exited earlier.
"Well, I guess that makes it a ring, then," he said.
Mark and Doina looked at him quizzically.
"It's a ring of round rooms, stacked floor to ceiling," the Dacian explained. "A torus," he added after a second, smiling smugly at Mark.
The other nodded.
"Good word, mate. Anything interesting?"
"Twenty-four round rooms, each identical to this one as far as I can tell. Flat room, arched ceiling. Each about twice as tall as I am. All of them completely empty. All of them with working walls. I jumped in, touched the wall, opened the ceiling, jumped up again. There's a bit of an angle, when you move from one to the next. The last ceiling I jumped through was this floor," he said.
"Nothing in them at all?" asked Mark.
"Not that I could see," said Aram. "We're in a big, empty ring of rooms, stacked on top of each other."
Mark looked up.
"Well, if it's really a ring, there must be something between the far side of the ceiling and the next floor, something that's thin on one end, and thick on the other."
"Like a wedge," confirmed Aram. "You're right. Otherwise they'd make a cylinder and never meet."
"So where's the engine room?" Mark wondered. "Or the command room, or all the other places on a normal ship?" As if I know what a normal spaceship should look like, he continued in his head.
"I have no idea," said Aram. "Why don't you ask? And also, how did you make water?"
Mark looked at Doina, who touched the wall and then the ADM symbol.
"How many rooms are there in the ship?" he asked.
"Twenty-four," came the immediate answer.
"Why are they all empty?"
"The ship was designed to adapt to the configuration decided by its crew. Each room can serve any purpose. They are all interchangeable."
"Where are the engines?"
"Propulsion systems are in the walls and the hull."
Mark had a ton of questions about propulsion systems that could accelerate a ship to near light speed, but that could wait for another time.
"How do we configure a room to serve a specific purpose?"
"I shall do it for you," the voice said.
"Show me how you made water," intervened Aram, curiously.
The ship obliged. Grey gel appeared and immediately transformed into a bowl filled with water. The whole thing took about five seconds.
Aram watched in wonder.
"I told you," said Doina, smiling.
The Dacian took the bowl and drank, then offered some to the other two. Doina refused, but Mark had some more, and then he was left holding two identical, empty bowls.
"We'd better figure out what to do with these," he mumbled. Then, out loud:
"ADM, can you dispose of the objects you have created?"
"Yes," said the voice, "if you put them back where I created them."
Mark did so. Gel oozed again and completely covered the two bowls, and in a few seconds, evaporated together with them.
"Oh, shit," said Aram, "that's great!"
Mark just looked at him.
"No, I mean, really," the Dacian insisted. "Hang on," he said, then touched the symbol that opened the ceiling. "I'll be right back," he said with a smile, then launched himself upwards.
Mark and Doina were left alone, staring at each other.
"Where did he go?!" she asked.
At first, the Englishman had no idea. Then, as he mentally rewound through what Aram had just said, a thought dawned in his mind, and a smile on his face. "I think I know," he said. "Just wait a minute."
The ceiling opened about a minute later, and Aram floated down, doing a flourish  in mid-fall and looking very content.
"Your turn," he said to Doina.
"What?" The young girl didn't understand.
"Go up, ask for a bowl, fill it, then make it vanish," the blond man said. "It's the best thing ever."
Finally, she caught on.
"Oh," she said, blushing. "Thank you."
She stepped in the middle of the floor, again clutching her dress, and Aram simply threw her up. She gave a little yelp, but did not lose her balance and arrived safely.
"Hey, I'll use the room underneath," said Mark.
"Go on," said Aram.
When Doina and the Englishman returned a couple of minutes later, feeling quite relieved, the Dacian was sitting on a large cube in front of the wall, frowning at the handful of symbols that always appeared when either he or Mark touched it. Seeing them back, he got up, stretched and asked:
"What now?"
"Now we get organised," said Mark, glancing at the custom-made seat that Aram had ordered for himself. "Priority one, we control our surroundings. Priority two, we find food. Three, we plan our next move."
Aram watched him appreciatively.
"You should go piss more often," he said. "It really gets your mind rolling."
Mark let it pass. "You said all the rooms were identical?"
"They seemed all alike to me."
"Doina, will you please call the ADM?"
She touched the wall, and then the ADM symbol.
"Show us the ship's schematics," said Mark.
A complex image, drawn in thin, black contours, immediately appeared on the wall, in front of them. It was a large torus, with three massive spokes emerging from a central cylinder, which was only as tall as the torus was thick. It rotated slowly; whether for their benefit or because it was actually rotating in space, it was impossible to tell without reference.
"Well, look at that fancy map," said Aram. "If those spokes are shortcuts, some of the rooms must have doorways into them, but I didn't see anything."
In the drawing, rooms were delimitated by semi-transparent markings. Mark counted them. "Twenty-four rooms," she said, "plus the one in the middle."
"I don't think that's a room," said Doina.
They looked at her. "Why not?" asked Mark.
"Well, didn't you ask how many rooms there were, just now? And the voice said twenty-four. So, that's not a room. Besides, I can tell it's not a room."
"What is it, then?"
"I'm not sure, yet."
Mark tried to give her an encouraging smile.
"You know you're way better at this than either of us are, Doi. Don't worry if some things don't fall into place, I'm sure you'll figure it out," he said, with a little more conviction than he felt.
"So where are we in this drawing?" asked Aram.
One of the compartments turned darker. That became the single feature that made it in any way different from all of the others.
"We're gonna get lost like this," said Mark. Then he had an idea. He was about to explain it, then checked himself and asked, a little worried:
"Can you both read?"
Aram looked at Doina, who looked back at him.
"Read what?"
"You know... letters, writing."
"I can read Roman numbers," said Aram.
"I can read them too," said Doina. "And I can write my name," she added smugly.
"Roman numbers will do great," said Mark. Then, speaking to the walls:
"ADM, we shall need a way to tell these rooms apart. I want to have them numbered. I want large symbols that we can understand, to appear on the wall of each room towards the edge of the ship, and remain there. Aram will describe the symbols we need for each room. Understood?"
"Yes," said the voice.
"And where are you going?" asked Aram.
"I'm taking Doina for a walk to see if we can find those spokes," he said. "Something tells me she'll know how to access them." Then he turned to the young girl. "How about it, Doi?"
"Sure," she said, simply.
They touched the symbol that opened the ceiling and went to the centre of the room. Preparing to jump up, Mark took Doina's hands into his.
And suddenly, that simple gesture forced out memories that he had long been trying to keep buried. His mouth went dry, and his eyes instantly watered. Memories of another girl, far away, whose hands he had once held, telling her to be brave, that he would protect her, filled his mind. Memories of big eyes that sought his help and assurances and that offered him her trust. Memories of a decision that, whatever would happen, whatever the cost, he would always be there for her.
And then, memories of deep, sour, complete and utter failure.
Fighting for control and avoiding the girl's eyes, he curtly said "Let's go!" and they both pushed up.
But Doina, with that unerring instinct that children have, asked him in mid-flight:
"Do you have kids?"
"No," he said. "I was never married."
"Why not?"
"I never had time, I suppose." Then, as they landed on the room above: "Will you please touch the wall and see if you can somehow access those spokes from this room?"
She did as he had asked, and inspected each symbol. He was grateful for the change of subject.
"I don't think there's anything like that here," she said.
"OK then. Up we go, next room."
Doina didn't find anything in the symbols that appeared in the room above that either, but in the third one she placed her hand on the wall and saw something that hadn't been in any of the rooms so far.
"I think this is it," she said, pointing at a new symbol. "Should I?"
"Go on!"
She touched the circle and, to their left, a large portion of the curved wall split into three vertical panels that swivelled around their median axis. They revealed a corridor that went up at quite a steep angle, and as they stepped in closer they saw that, after a short distance, it curved sharply, becoming almost vertical.
"That must be one of the spokes," Mark said. "I think the next few rooms will have passageways like this, leading into the same spoke."
"How are we going to climb that?" she wondered.
He took off his right shoe and, standing only a short distance from the door, threw it through the opening.
The shoe floated for an instant; then, very unexpectedly fell on the right wall, climbing to the middle of it.
Gravity changes again, he thought. So the middle of the ship, whatever that is, will be rotated ninety degrees. Makes sense, he judged, remembering the schematics.
Doina was startled at first, then she seemed to understand too. Just like with almost everything related to the ship, she caught on with unnerving speed and ease. Mark thought that someone from the Middle Ages, suddenly transported a thousand years in the future on a space-faring ship would likely have a nervous breakdown and be completely unable to cope. Something in the young girl, however, seemed to make her a better fit for the situation than he was.
Hell, to this technology I'm pretty medieval myself, he had to admit.
"Wait," she said. "I'll bring your shoe back."
She stepped between the panels and stretched her arms to keep her balance, as the artificial force gradually pulled her laterally. She made a tentative step forward and  to her right, then simply turned right and stepped on the wall, perpendicular to Mark. She looked back at him, unsure whether to laugh or be scared.
"How is this possible?" she asked.
"I have a feeling you'll be the one to explain that to me," Mark answered.
She picked up the shoe from the floor -- her floor.
"Come on," she said.
Mark raised his eyebrows, then stepped through. Immediately he felt the direction of the pull begin to change, and it made him slightly nauseous. He stepped forward and it felt like he was climbing the right wall, but the next instant, he was standing upright in perfect balance, looking ahead at a funnelled corridor.
To his left, the wide entrance of the corridor seemed to end in a concave wall, where the next rooms would presumably open.
"Doi, wait," he said, while he put his shoe back on. "Let's go see how many rooms can access this spoke."
They approached the curved wall, noticing slim, grey contoured rectangles that marked access panels into adjacent rooms. There were four more. Doina touched the nearest one, and from the symbols that appeared, she picked one after a little thought. The panel split horizontally and each rectangle swivelled on its axis, perpendicular to their current floor.
They immediately felt a new gravity pull, and they realised it was meant to help them move into the rooms coming from the spoke. They stepped back and, shortly after, the panels swivelled back in, closing up the door, only its grey contour remaining.
"So, there seem to be five rooms to a spoke," Mark concluded. "If there are twenty-four rooms in total, and three spokes, that means fifteen of them have direct access to that thing in the middle, and nine don't."
They were now walking through the corridor, away from the curved wall of rooms, towards the centre of the torus. The gently lit walls closed in as they finally approached the end, where another blank, nondescript wall blocked their way.
Mark touched it, and the black circles sprang from under his palm.
"Can you teach me how to open these normal doors?" he asked Doina. "I remembered the symbols for the ceiling and floor doors, but which one gets one of these open?"
Doina looked at them and pointed. Mark memorised the shape, and then touched it.
Two floor-to-ceiling panels swivelled silently, and they entered into yet another round room. Much smaller than the rooms in the torus, this one had a different feel to it. Two grey rectangles, one hundred and twenty degrees from each other, marked the exits into the other two spokes.
They walked around the room, taking care to remember the door that they had entered through, as it closed automatically behind them. Doina looked up and gasped.
The ceiling was flat, not arched like in the torus rooms, and a big, black circle occupied almost the entire space.
"Well," whispered Mark. "That's different. I wonder what's up there."
He put his hand on the wall and was about to touch the ceiling-door symbol, when Doina suddenly said, loudly:
"No."
He froze with his finger in mid-gesture.
"Don't," she said again, frowning, looking at the symbols.
"I won't," promised Mark, taking his hand back. "What's the problem?"
Doina answered slowly, measuring each word carefully:
"I am not sure, but I think there's some... thing in here with us that won't let you open that ceiling."
Mark looked around, his hair prickling, suddenly remembering "Aliens".
"OK," he said, equally slowly. "What thing?"
Doina looked into his eyes and said:
"Air."
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"I don't understand," she said. "It doesn't make sense."
But to Mark, it suddenly did.
"It's an airlock!" he exclaimed.
"A what?" she asked.
"It opens into the outside, into the outer space," he exclaimed. "If I were to open it, we'd've been sucked out and killed almost instantly."
Doina's eyes grew large.
"Please don't open it," she said.
"There must be a way to empty this room of air, and to fill it back in again," he said.
"Wouldn't that kill us?"
"What?"
"If we didn't have air to breathe, would we not die?"
"Well," said Mark. "We'd need special space suits. And portable air."
Doina looked at her flax fibre dress, then pointedly at him.
"But if there's an airlock, it means that's how you get on and off this ship," he continued excitedly. "And it must also mean that the ship knows how to make suits. This is very important for us to know, Doi."
She seemed to concede the point.
"We have to tell Aram," he said. "Come on, let's try another spoke."
They picked another door at random, and this time Mark opened it, to check if he'd remembered the correct symbol, asking for confirmation before touching it. An airlock isn't the best place to experiment with opening doors, he thought.
The new spoke was to their left, and as they crossed into the corridor, it opened  up as expected, and soon the curved wall with five access rectangles appeared in front of them.
She went straight ahead and chose the room in the middle. She invited Mark to get it open, which he did, carefully touching the correct circle. The panels swivelled and the empty room appeared in front of them. Doina peered in, leaned her head on a shoulder and said:
"Look!"
On the far wall, in black lettering, stood the letters IV.
"Aram must've got the ADM to number the rooms," said Mark. He pondered for a second, then went on. "Assuming he's started at one, and counted floor to floor, we must've entered the spoke in room twenty-two and now we're getting back into the torus in room four."
He went through the door and immediately felt pulled to his right. He awkwardly turned ninety degrees in the air and found himself on the floor of room IV. He turned back, looking at Doina who was horizontal to him now.
"Give me your hand," he said.
She gave him a hand, then simply jumped and landed next to him, quickly regaining her balance.
"This'll take some getting used to," he said.
"Well, we'll only need to go through there if we must take a shortcut, or if we must reach the airlock," she said. "Otherwise, we can just as easily jump from room to room."
After the panels closed, he put his hand on the wall, remembered the ceiling door symbol and touched it. The upper iris opened and they both pushed up. Mark paid more attention to the iris as they went through it, and noticed that the side of it that was closer to the edge of the torus was much thicker than the other, thus explaining the arched ceiling and Aram's "wedge" theory.
He explained it to Doina as they arrived in room III.
"That leaves a ton of space between the rooms, for all the ship's systems," he said.
They jumped again to room II and then opened the iris into the room where Aram was. When they found him, he was just spitting into a bowl, which he then threw disgustedly at the edge of the floor.
"Found anything?" he asked, wiping his mouth.
"The inner compartment is an airlock," said Doina smugly. "It can open to space if we want to get in our out, but we need special clothes and air."
Aram looked at her, then looked inquisitively at Mark, as if to ask what did you do to her?!
"She's right," said Mark. "There are three spokes, five rooms to each. The spokes are like this to the rooms," he demonstrated with one hand vertical and one hand horizontal, "so when you go from one to the other, you have to start walking on the wall."
"Whoa," said the Dacian. "I gotta see that."
"And by the way, good job numbering the rooms," added Mark.
"Did you see that?"
"Only a few, but they looked alright. The numbers will make it easier for us to orientate ourselves. Anyway," he asked, pointing at the stack of discarded bowls, "what were you doing?"
Aram smacked his lips in disgust.
"Trying to teach this thing how to cook us something to eat," he said.
"Any luck?" asked Doina. "I'm pretty hungry!"
"Well, I wouldn't call that food," he said. "Why don't you give it a go? You're much better at this than I am."
"Food is a great idea, and we should definitely have some," said Mark, "but just before we do that, I think we should try to see if we can control this ship. Then we can see about eating and we'll make a plan."
"I guess," said Doina."
"What do you have in mind?" asked Aram.
"I think we should have a command room. I mean, take a room and dedicate it to the purpose of commanding the ship. Since the ADM said all rooms are interchangeable and can serve any purpose, let's make it this one."
"One is a good number for a command room," said Aram.
Mark touched the wall and then the ADM symbol.
"We want this room to become the ship's command and control centre," he said.
And everything went pitch black.
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"Configuration complete," said the voice after a second.
"...the fuck?!" said the perplexed Dacian.
"I can't see anything," said Mark.
"Wow... this is so beautiful!" said Doina.
Both men were quiet for a moment.
"Doi? Are you alright?" asked Aram.
"It's beautiful! I can't believe it! It's so amazing!"
It was Mark's turn to speak.
"Doina, we cannot see anything," he said, dumbfounded. "It's all complete darkness."
"What?! You do not see the stars?"
Mark looked around, but there was nothing there. Wherever he turned, there was pitch black; a simple, utter lack of any source of light. His eyes were straining to the point where he began to see fatigue spots. He brought his hand in front of his eyes, but could not even see that. He touched his nose; he felt the finger, but did not see it.
"Oh, God," said Doina again. "This is unbelievable!"
"Well, obviously you see something that we don't," came Aram's voice from the darkness. "Can't you make some light?"
"How can you not see this?" she wondered earnestly. "It's everywhere!"
Mark sat on all fours and crawled to where he remembered the wall was. Blindly feeling in front of himself, he finally blundered into it. He placed his palm on it, but nothing happened.
"Doi, it seems that the ship likes you more than it likes us," Mark called, unease creeping into his voice. "It probably also means that you have some sort of control. Can you try to make it so we can see what you see?" Or anything at all? he continued in his head.
She didn't answer, but in a second, everything changed. Millions of stars sprang to life all around them, even under their feet and above their heads, moving about nauseatingly. In the middle of it all, surreally illuminated by them, was Doina, who appeared to be using simple hand motions to move the amazingly complex starfield in all directions. Mark was sitting with his back against the wall. He could feel it solid against his body, but the projection was so realistic that he barely dared to take his hands off the floor. He glanced at Aram, who had knelt down on one knee, keeping one hand on the wall and the other on the floor, looking around in total bewilderment.
"Please stop," said Mark.
The stars stopped dancing as Doina quit shifting the starfield. She looked ecstatic and her face had an odd, quiet but powerful quality, enhanced by the starlight reflection. She looked at Mark and said:
"I'm feeling a little strange. I can... feel the ship, I think. I can feel the empty rooms and the central airlock, and the movement that we have. I don't understand most of it, so don't ask me to explain, but I can feel it."
"Which way is forward?" asked Aram.
"Which way do you want it to be?" asked Doina in turn.
Mark quickly intervened. "Doi, if you can control the ship, please don't do anything to change the speed or direction just yet. Let's try to get our bearings first," he said.
"I was only talking about the stars," said Doina. "I can align them with our current direction, or I can align them in any direction you want."
"Ah... let's see them aligned with our trajectory then," said Mark.
The starfield shifted, this time more slowly, and then it stopped. Doina pointed to her left and slightly up and said: "We're going that way."
A yellow star was glowing, somewhat brighter than the ones around it.
"Is that... is that the Sun?" asked Mark.
Doina turned to him, her face beaming with delight and excitement.
"Yes! Isn't it amazing? I could never have believed it possible to fly even one finger above ground, and now here we are, flying among the very stars!"
"Where's Earth?" asked Aram.
Doina immediately pointed at another tiny pinprick of light. "There," she said.
"How far is it?" the Dacian asked again.
She stopped for a second.
"Well, it's closing every second. Right now it's less than half a trillion kilometres out."
The complete ease and simplicity with which she uttered that truly astronomical number rendered both men speechless.
"Shit," said Aram. "I don't even know how much that is."
"At our present speed, it's about two weeks away," she quickly explained.
"So we're really travelling at nearly the speed of light?" asked Mark.
"Almost, yes."
"If you wanted to go any faster, could you?"
She stopped and thought. To Mark, it seemed as if she was checking something, maybe just as he would've asked himself if he could run another ten extra minutes at the end of a long exercise.
"Yes, but not much faster," she finally answered. "I don't think we can make light speed, but I don't understand everything yet, either."
"How about slower? Could you slow down?"
"Yes. That's easy!" she answered.
"How does it feel?" asked Aram.
"I don't know how to describe it. It's as if the ship is my new body... somehow. I can do stuff with it just like I can do stuff with my hands. In fact --"
She was suddenly surrounded, from head to toe and all the way around, by small, floating discs, each carrying different glyphs, just like the ones that had previously appeared on the walls.
"--yes," she continued. "I can also control some of the things manually, by touching these symbols."
She chose one that was floating next to her right hip, and brought it in front of her. Then, she waved all the other symbols away, and placed her palm on the floating disc. More, smaller discs sprang from it, and she touched one.
A three-dimensional representation of their ship appeared in her front. She touched another symbol, and divisions representing each room, with its circular walls, flat floor and arched ceiling, manifested themselves in the ship model.
"That's amazing," said Mark. "I really wish I knew how you can do all that."
She pointed at one particular room.
"That's the room we're in right now," she said, and touched it. The room began to glow in the model, and command circles, with various symbols on them, sprang out around it.
She touched one, and then asked: "Can you feel?"
It took them a few seconds to realise it.
"It's getting warmer," said Aram.
"And now, colder!" she said, with a quick laugh.
The temperature dropped a few degrees in another couple of seconds.
Mark had the distinct impression of a kid playing with a car's climate control system. He sought to distract her with a more serious question.
"I have a question," he said.
"Go on," she said.
He made a quick pause, then asked:
"What's the name of this ship?"
Doina stopped too, and looked at him, frowning. She concentrated for a few seconds but found no answer.
"Maybe ask the voice?" suggested Aram.
Silently, she produced the relevant disc and simply threw it towards Aram.
"Whoa," he said, unprepared. The ADM symbol stopped right in front of his face. He winced, then raised his hand and touched it. It didn't feel solid, but it started to glow. He coughed and asked Mark's question:
"What is the name of this ship?"
"The ship had no name," the voice said, "until it had a master. Now, the ship imparts her master's name."
That seemed like an excellent idea to all of them.
"Hey, we should have it written outside, on the hull," Mark said.
Doina smiled. "A good thing I can write my own name," she said.
The model of the starship changed; instead of the semi-transparent view, it only showed its black outer hull. On it, in huge, irregular, silver capital letters, appeared the name:
 
DOI.
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She tried to explain as best she could. She didn't have the scientific knowledge to understand everything herself, but Mark knew that even a Nobel prize winner in physics from his day would not completely grasp the workings of the alien ship. Variable artificial gravity -- if that was what it was -- or near-light accelerations with no inertial effects, those were all considered impossible in 2014.
She told them that the ship was moving by propelling very tiny things in any direction it wanted (well, in any direction she wanted, now), right through the hull. It was somehow related to the way they had been brought in, directly through the planet itself, but she didn't have the words to clarify.
Mark and Aram tried to access Room One's walls, but they couldn't. Doina alone could turn the starfield on and off, and could operate the room's doors without even touching the walls. So they started making little experiments. At first, they tried to turn the projection off and back on. Then, she turned it off, and both men tried, without any success whatsoever, to turn it back on. It only worked for her and nobody else. Then, they tried exiting and getting back in, to make sure the room recalled its function. It did. Aram even tried to hide in the ship, only to see if Doina could find him from the command room. He randomly skipped from ceiling to floor to spoke to airlock to spoke to room and back to a spoke again. Wherever he went, he was accompanied by a smiley face, crudely drawn on the wall.
Sitting cross-legged with his back to the wall in Room One, watching Doina virtually chasing the blond Dacian through the torus, Mark started thinking of more serious things.
"Doi," he called. "Can we communicate with Aram directly?"
"You mean, by speaking?" she asked.
"Well, yes."
She grinned a little mischievously, while she made the relevant symbol appear and touched it. Then she nodded towards Mark.
"Aram, can you hear us?" Mark asked.
The Dacian was just finishing shifting from the wall-floor of a spoke to the floor-wall of a room. Hearing Mark's voice from the walls, he was startled and nearly lost his balance.
"That you, Mark?" he asked, stupidly.
"Yes," came the answer. "Doina found out how we can speak at a distance. Can you please come back to One?"
"On my way," he replied.
Back in the control room, Mark explained to Doina:
"We're probably going to need a way to call each other if we're ever separated. I suppose we could pass messages via the ADM, but talking directly would be better."
"That's true," she agreed.
"Is it possible that each of us have our own symbol on the wall, so we could call each other by touching those?"
She thought for a little. "I don't see why not."
The floor door opened and Aram floated in.
"What's going on?" he asked.
"Mark thought of a way we could speak to each other from anywhere within the ship," she explained. "I'm gonna give you each a circle with a letter: A for Aram, M for Mark and D for me. They'll appear when you touch the wall in any room except this. You touch it, and Doi -- the ship, not me," she added smiling, "-- will carry your voice to wherever the other one happens to be."
"That'll do great," said Mark. "Thanks. We'll try it out in a minute. But until then, I have another question."
"I think you have a million questions. I'll try to answer if I can."
"How are we navigating? I mean, how do we know where we are and where we're going and how fast?"
Doina inhaled deeply and became serious. She put her hand in her hair, concentrating to find the answer, and a way to communicate it. Finally, she swiped the floating projection of the ship away, and instead recalled the starfield. She dimmed the simulated light of the stars, then made them fall away, zooming out until the entire galaxy was filling the space in front of them.
"That's our galaxy," Mark said.
"Yes. And in the middle of it, there's a big black thing that sucks everything around itself into it."
"That's called a black hole," supplied Mark.
"Right. Well, we always know where we are because we always know where that thing is from us. And we know where that thing is by looking at the effect it has on the space and time around us."
"Wow," interjected Aram. "You actually understand what you just said?"
"No, not all of it," admitted Doina. "But I know it's true. Whenever we go towards something, like we're now going towards Earth, Doi-the-ship puts us and the destination on a circle that has the black hole in its centre. In that way, I can tell that in every second we cover two hundred and ninety-nine thousand, seven hundred and ninety-two and a half kilometres."
"...and a half," repeated Aram ironically.
"Well. Four hundred and fifty-seven metres."
"And how many centimetres?"
"But the destination is also moving," intervened Mark. "The Earth has its own path around the Sun, and the Sun moves as well."
"True," she said. "But Doi-the-ship knows that, and so we're heading to a place where the Earth will be when we get there."
"Of course." Mark felt a little stupid for asking that.
"Like shooting an arrow at a running deer," the Dacian said. "You need to aim in front of it."
Or like sniping.
"That reminds me," continued Aram. "Speaking of deer. Doi, is there anything you can do about food? I've been trying to explain to that ADM thing what food is, but it didn't work out too well."
"I'm not really sure how to do it, but I do need to try," she said. "I'm getting really hungry myself. After all, I haven't eaten since year one thousand one hundred and eleven, and I only had a boiled potato then!"
"Well, I haven't eaten since nine hundred years before you were born," half-joked Aram in turn. "And I had cheese."
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In the end, she got it almost right. It took copious amounts of explaining and experimentation, trials and failures generally marked by gagging and colourful expletives, but the ship eventually understood the energy requirement of their metabolism and physiology, and figured out a way to supply it. It produced small, brown lumps that turned out to be edible and, it was felt and hoped, even nutritious.
Taste was a bit of a problem; adding salt was easy once Mark remembered that salt was sodium chloride. Sweet or sour, however, were complicated. Sugar, Mark knew, had something to do with glucose or fructose, which were organic compounds, and way outside his area of expertise. He told the ADM as much, and the ADM was aware that those words existed in the English lexicon, but in the human's head they were not attached to a chemical formula, and so were meaningless to it. After more experimentation, they managed to add a slightly acid tinge to the brown lump and called it good enough for the moment.
They all agreed that it was bad, but much better than starving, made a group decision to keep experimenting, then temporarily resigned.
They moved into Room Two. For their first meal aboard the starship, Aram ordered a wide, short cylinder to be used as a table, and three shorter cubes for each  of them to sit on. Then, he ordered their trademark bowl in triplicate, filled with water. Mark had the idea to create the meal lumps in rectangular form, which he called "meal bars," and to make the salty ones reddish and the more acid ones greenish. They filled another bowl with bars, and sat around the table.
"Well. This is a little better," said Aram, munching serenely.
"Yes," agreed Doina, also chewing on a green bar.
"So, what do you think we should do next?" Aram asked Mark.
Mark drank a little water, then said:
"Well, right now, we don't have that many options. We can either keep flying towards Earth, or do as the owners asked and go gallivanting around the galaxy, or go elsewhere -- though I don't really know where that elsewhere might be."
"I vote for Earth," said Aram.
"Me, too," said Doina.
"Well, I want to go home as well," said Mark. "Doi, you said we're about two weeks away?"
"Just about, yes," she answered smugly.
"OK. If we were to stray off course, would you or the ADM be able to get us back on track?"
"I'm sure of it."
"Then, I think we should experiment with flying the ship a little, see what it can do and what it can't, and just generally prepare ourselves."
"You expect trouble?" asked Aram.
"I don't know what to expect. I don't know what year it'll be when we arrive. For all we know, Earth may not even be there by then."
"It'll be there," said Doina confidently.
"No, I'm not talking about navigational errors," he explained. "I'm saying we have no way to look into the future and anything is possible. Earth could even be destroyed."
"How can you destroy a whole planet?!" asked Aram with scepticism.
"Trust me, it's possible," Mark said. "In fact, in my time, it was always a risk. Weapons were so powerful and nation leaders were such idiots, that for most of the time we lived knowing that the world might end in the next five minutes."
The other two just stared at him.
"Thanks for telling us that our descendants became a bunch of shitheads," said the Dacian wryly.
Mark smiled.
"I'm sure everyone will still be there," he said. "Probably living in tall towers with robot butlers and flying around in bubble cars and walking on moving sidewalks and all that."
The others still stared at him. He shuffled on his seat and changed the subject.
"Anyway. What time is it?"
That was another excellent question.
"How do we keep track of time?" asked Aram. "There's no sun above."
"I'm sure the ADM keeps track of it," he said. "It's just a matter of converting to our system and adopting a frame of reference."
"Good," said Doina. "So let's agree on what time and date it is now, and start from there."
"Then let today be Day One of the mission, and we'll count hours starting when we first woke up, twenty-four to a day."
"I think that would make this dinner, then," said Aram, looking at Doina for confirmation.
"I can't tell for sure unless I go back to One," she said. "But we could ask the ADM. Either way, I could use a little rest."
They looked at each other with instant understanding.
"I'll sleep in One," Doina said, grinning.
"I'll stay here in Two," said the Dacian.
"In that case, I'll be in Twenty-Four," said Mark. "Let's make some beds and use them."
 
* * *
 
"So, space is mostly empty?" asked Aram at the next breakfast.
"I guess," she said, grabbing a green bar.
But Mark wasn't convinced. "Doi," he asked, "what happens if we hit something, or something hits us?"
"Well, there's this big egg," she said chewing.
Mark raised an eyebrow, but didn't argue. "Go on," he said.
"I mean it's not an actual egg, but it looks like one, and the ship is in the middle. If something breaks the egg, it instantly attracts lightning from the ship and gets blown up. If it's small enough," she added.
"You mean, like a shield? An energy field?"
She stopped and frowned. "I guess," she said again, and took another bite.
"Like an electrostatic field, and when something enters it, it becomes charged and it attracts an energy spike from the ship," Mark reasoned out loud.
"I don't know. Maybe," she said, pausing for a moment. "Could be. Sounds about right."
"At the speed we're moving, that egg's gotta be huge," Aram reckoned.
"Yeah, it's pretty huge," she confirmed. "We could ask the ADM exactly how big it is."
"What if we meet something really big?" asked Mark. "Like a huge comet, or something fifty times our size?"
The young girl dug for the answer. "Then Doi-the-ship will sense it because of the way it changes space and time around us, and we'll go around it."
Mark raised the eyebrow again and said, in his best Spock voice:
"Most fascinating."
 
* * *
 
On that day, they did some flight training. They moved to One and Doina connected with the ship. She brought up the starfield and overlaid their existing trajectory as a thick, curved pink line. Then, she shifted the perspective so a projection of the ship itself appeared at the end of the pink line.
For starters, she tried to slow down. Mark instinctively wanted to grab something as Doina counted down the start of the manoeuvre. As she came to zero, they were all looking at the starfield, trying to see or feel some change. They felt nothing, saw nothing for a long while, and only Doina's confident look prevented them from asking whether anything had gone wrong.
Then, some of the nearest stars seemed to slow down, ever so little.
"A hundred thousand kilometres per second," she announced.
"That's about a third of our previous speed," Mark said. "Can you slow down  even more?"
"Sure."
They carefully looked at the stars, and they seemed to slow down again, just a tiny fraction.
"Forty thousand kilometres per second," she said again.
"Amazing," Mark said. "We didn't feel a single thing. Such deceleration should've turned us all into smudges on the walls."
"Doi-the-ship is taking care of that," she said. "When we're going faster or slower, everything inside the egg feels light as a feather."
Bye bye, Newton, thought Mark.
Having gathered a little confidence, they next tried changes of direction, and Doi took them in a complex trajectory comprised of three circles, one around each axis. Then, they tried attitude changes, rotating the ship in various positions while maintaining their speed and direction.
Aram was mesmerised as either the starfield or the ship's projection moved about.
"How I wish I could do that," he mumbled.
Mark turned to look at him.
"I've always dreamt that I could fly," the blond Dacian told him. "And now, here I am in a damn ship of space, flying like light through the skies, and the ship only listens to her," he said. "You gotta admit it's a bit frustrating."
The Englishman patted him on the shoulder.
"I'm sure we're each here for a reason," he said. "Maybe you'll have your chance after all."
Aram nodded, but said nothing.
"I think it's enough for now, Doi," said Mark. "Can you bring us back en route and accelerate again?"
"No problem," she said, looking happy as a lark.
Aram sighed.
"How quickly can you accelerate?" asked Mark.
"Let's find out," she said.
She leant a little forward, out of instinct, and her face got a determined look. Mark counted to seventeen.
"We're back at our original speed," she announced.
"No inertia at all," repeated the Englishman in amazement. "By rights, we should've been pulverised."
"Whoever built this thing knew what they were doing," commented Aram.
Bye bye, physics, thought Mark again.
 
* * *
 
They were alone in separate rooms, each having a bath and relaxing, and chatting via the ship's intercom.
"What's the future like?" asked Doina.
"You mean, my time?" said Mark.
"Yeah," she said. "What's gonna happen in the next thousand years?"
He thought for a moment, trying to summarise one millennium in a few phrases.
"There were good things, and bad things," he finally said. "There were great wars and horrible diseases, but there were also great discoveries and inventions. Once we invented machines and found a way to fight disease, the population grew into billions over billions."
"Wow," said Aram from another room. "Was there room enough?"
"Not everywhere," Mark said. "Some places got really crowded."
"So what interesting things did you have?" the Dacian wanted to know.
"Antibiotics," came the answer. "Mobile phones, computers, the Internet, cars, aeroplanes and helicopters, flying to the Moon..."
"What, you flew to the Moon?" they both asked.
"Not me," he said, laughing. "American astronauts did, and that was over forty years ago... I mean, before I came here."
"What's it like there?" asked the young girl.
"Dusty. And very cold. Or very hot, depending on shadow."
"Was there anyone there?"
"Nope. Not a soul."
"Did people move over to the Moon because there was no more room on Earth?"
"No, not really. Only a dozen people went to the Moon altogether."
"Why so few?"
"I don't really know," Mark said. "I think they just lost interest."
"Wow," she said. "How can people lose interest in space travel?"
"I don't know," he said again.
There was silence for a few seconds.
"Hey, maybe we'll go home and they'll say, you're boring, go back where you came from," said Aram.
"I... don't know. It's possible, I guess."
"What do we do then?"
"I have no idea."
There was more silence.
"So does God still exist in 2014?" asked Doina suddenly.
Mark sank his head under the water.
 
* * *
 
They started having a daily routine. Wake up, freshen up, have breakfast. Then, Mark had the idea to ask the ADM if the gravity, or whatever it was, could be configured so they could walk on the round walls of a room, and so Room Fourteen (chosen mainly because it was on the other side of the torus, for a change) became the gym. They took to running around it, just to stay in shape and healthy.
Doina had replaced her flax fibre dress with trousers and a blouse. At first, wearing pants bothered her, but she had to admit that with all the floating around they were doing, pants were simply more practical. She spent a half hour alone in a room with the ADM, and emerged in a pair of simple, straight black pants and a matching, waist-long blouse, with a short, straight collar.
"What do you think?" she asked the men.
They looked at her, then at each other.
"You look great, Doi," said Mark.
"Don't you want a change of clothes? I can make you some, too."
"Do you mind if I feel the material?" he asked.
"Sure, go on," she said, offering him a hand.
It did not feel like fibre at all. It felt like very very soft rubber.
"Seems comfy," the Dacian said too, dubiously. "Is it strong?"
"Go ahead, try," she said.
He grabbed her sleeve and gently pulled on it. Then he pulled stronger, and then, mumbling with amazement, he pulled as hard as he could. It was stronger than any clothing he'd ever seen.
Mark looked at her feet. They were still bare.
"What about your feet?" he asked.
"I don't need shoes," she said. "There's nothing sharp in here and I can make it as warm as I like."
The men looked at each other's feet. Aram was still wearing his leather shoes, and Mark had his light brown Timberlands.
"We'll keep ours," they said.
 
* * *
 
"I can't get over it," Doina said, one day. The guys were literally on the walls, doing push-ups. She had been assigned to count them, but had insisted it wasn't fair: Aram had asked to have twice the normal gravity on his particular spot on the wall.
"Over what?" asked Mark, breathing heavily.
"Why are we here? I mean, why us in particular?"
Aram stopped, and rose to his feet, parallel to the room's floor, weighing almost two hundred kilograms and not showing any.
"Well, for my part, I have no idea," he said. "I'm nobody. Never did anything really interesting."
"And don't you want to know?" she asked.
The Dacian looked at her, his long, blond hair plastered to his face by sweat and extra weight. His chest heaved with the effort to breathe. He was serious and motionless for a few seconds.
"No," he said, finally. "Actually I don't think I do."
"Why not?" she insisted, a little taken aback.
He stepped out of the extra-g zone, and as the force gradually dissipated, he started drawing longer breaths. He slowly moved around the room's circular wall, watching his feet, putting one in front of the other with great care, as if he'd just discovered how to do it.
"I'm sure I'll find out when the time comes," he said, eventually.
"How about you, Mark?"
The Englishman hadn't stopped working out and he didn't answer.
"Mark," called Doina.
"Yeah?" he said, not looking up.
"Aren't you curious why the ship chose you among all those people around you?"
He did three more push-ups then got up. As he rose, his face was red.
"You want to know why you're here?" he countered.
"Yes, I really do."
"Well, why don't you just ask?"
She looked at them and smiled a little.
"I guess I will," she said.
She went over to the wall and touched it. The myriad of symbols sprung from under her palm, and she chose the ADM's complicated glyph and touched it.
"Hello, Doi," said the voice from the walls.
She straightened herself up instinctively, raised her chin and announced deftly, in a loud and clear voice:
"I want to know why I was chosen to be here."
"Because your soul is pure," came the instant, emotionless answer.
That perplexed all three of them. Aram shook his head towards Mark in a makes sense to me! gesture. The latter had no reaction.
"Explain," she asked.
"The interface with this ship is difficult to express in simple words, but, like any other communication link, it is subject to noise. The ship selected a commander for itself based on that person's capability to present a clear, consistent and predictable interface pattern, with very little or no static. You were perfect for it."
"Explain the soul part," she asked again.
"Mere conscious thought is not enough to operate a ship of this complexity," came the answer. "The link between machine and life is done at all levels: rational, emotional and spiritual. They are all equally important, or the connection would fail."
When she said nothing, the ADM carried on:
"Neither of you can think quickly enough or process the volume of data required to make useful choices in running this ship. Emotionally, however, you can react without rational thought and that serves better."
"But the soul...?" asked the girl.
"Everything you decide to do, rationally or emotionally, is filtered and enriched through your soul. This is what guarantees the successful operation of everything -- of you, as a person, and of the ship, as a transgenic construct."
"What's a transgenic..." started Aram, but she waved him off.
"What happens if I change?"
"You always change, and the ship changes with you."
"So what if I become a bad person?"
"I am unable to quantify good or bad," answered the ADM without pause. "But even if your very nature is altered, the ship will follow."
"So this link, this connection... can never be broken?"
"Only by your eventual demise, or by the ship's complete destruction."
She stared at the wall, and said nothing.
"...construct?" finished Aram, lamely.
 
* * *
 
"Do you still have your parents?" Doina asked Aram at lunch one day.
"They died when I was younger than you are now," he answered.
"And how old are you now?"
Aram smiled. "I'm twenty-four."
"And you?" she asked Mark.
"Thirty-nine."
"Parents?"
"Father and step-mother. Alive when I left, in High Wycombe. That's a place in my country, England."
"Were you close?"
"Not really," he said.
"Do you think they missed you?"
He noticed her use of the past tense and realised that his parents had to be long dead by now. It hit him, but not very hard. The very last person he had really cared about had died, long before that strange day in Alba Iulia, and he still could not forgive himself for it.
"I don't know," he lied. "How about you? Do you miss your parents?"
She raised her eyebrows, sighed and looked straight ahead.
She had grown immensely in those two weeks. Not physically; she was still a small, twelve-year-old with short, black hair, even if the hair was, by then, a little longer. But her eyes were mature, and, catalysed by the strange communion she maintained with the alien starship, she had become an adult, much earlier than she should have. Her command of English was already as good as Mark's, and surpassed Aram's -- who had himself, in all fairness, begun to sound like a twenty-first century Brit. Except for the accent; for some reason Mark thought had to do with native phonetics, Aram had picked up an unmistakably Northern accent.
"I sometimes remember them, especially my mother," she said. "She taught me everything I know about the world. I don't know how she knew so much."
She looked straight at Mark.
"They were both killed by Mongols," she said, directly. "I wasn't home. They raided our village and killed every single human being, then burnt it down. It took half an hour."
Mark sustained her gaze as long as she needed to.
"I'm sorry," he said softly, when she eventually looked away.
After a pause, Aram spoke:
"Mine got sick and died, together with my brother and a sister. I can barely remember them. A friend of my grandfather's took me in after that."
"What was Vlachia like back then?" asked Doina.
"The Romans were still there at the time," Aram remembered. "There were hundreds of warring tribes, and on top of that, there were plenty of other passing bastards looking to rob and steal. Poor Romans tried their best to keep some order in the land, but it was too much, even for them."
He, too, lost his gaze for a few seconds.
"Fuck me," he shuddered. "I know it's been a few thousand years, but it still feels like a couple of weeks to me."
They all approved in silence.


XV.
"It's time," she said.
They were all gathered in One. The starfield now prominently showed the Sun, glaring much brighter than anything around; the Earth itself was visible as a sizeable blue disc, with the Moon a tiny grey dot next to it. The field was configured to show their immediate surroundings in a spherical view.
"Amazing," said Mark. "Right now, we're as far any human has ever got from home."
"As far as we know," Aram said.
They had planned to decelerate behind the Moon, just out of caution, and Doina was monitoring their trajectory now, seconded by the ADM.
"Decelerating in five seconds," she said.
At the enormous speed they had, the Earth quickly became bigger, until it filled much of the underside of the room; then the Moon came into view, also growing impossibly fast.
"Now," said Doina.
Suddenly they were looking at the dark side of the moon underneath their feet. Huge, dark grey and pockmarked, it was an amazing view, one that Mark had never imagined he would witness.
Sharp flashes of light erupted from around them, beams of coherent energy directed at points right in front of them.
"Objects are entering our energy shell," said Doina, sharply. "Most of them have been destroyed by our automated defences."
"Most of them?" asked Aram, now more worried than her.
"Only those on a direct collision trajectory," she explained. "The others will pass us by."
The objects approached, elongated shapes rotating out of control.
"Can you enlarge the starfield in that direction?" asked Mark.
Doina gestured and the objects came into view. Some flew harmlessly around them, and the ship's collision prevention lasers destroyed others. But as the image was enlarged, details became visible.
"Are those bodies?!" asked Doina, a sudden trembling edge in her voice.
Whole people or torn body parts were hurtling towards them. The whole ones seemed to be wearing space suits, in various states of destruction.
"Oh, good God," she said.
"What the hell happened here?" asked Aram in confusion.
Some of them fell towards the Moon, others were catapulted into the void beyond. And some of them were still moving, limbs helplessly waving about in their suits. Doina quickly gestured and turned off the ship's anti-collision system.
"We were killing those people!" she said, petrified.
"I think we were doing them a favour," Mark said, softly.
She just looked at him and said nothing.
Debris and bodies flew towards them, unstopped. Some of it impacted their starship, and sickening, dull thuds reverberated through the hull. The young girl's eyes welled up as she recoiled in horror.
A huge, broken spaceship appeared above the horizon, explosions constantly rocking it and altering its trajectory, people and debris flying away from it. It was about five times as big as their starship. It was shaped like a long cylinder, with multiple solar arrays that were now pierced and broken.
Laser beams connected the explosions with an even larger behemoth, that now loomed further away underneath them, appearing in their field of view as they all rotated around the Moon on different orbits.
The larger ship was obviously destroying the smaller one. Those laser beams didn't seem to be having any effect, but closer inspection showed that they merely acted as guidance for large-caliber ammo. Two huge turreted guns, mounted on the top and on the bottom of the bigger ship, were spitting tons of ordnance into their enemy. Tracer bullets don't light up in space; instead, black streams of projectiles seemed to ride the laser beams, crashing into the victim and causing primary and secondary explosions.
The attacking ship also had the general shape of a cylinder, with a thicker vein that spanned its entire length, and a bulging section where the cannon turrets were mounted. Behind them, long solar arrays expanded like petals, and behind those there was an enormous antenna array.
Then more ships appeared.
They were smaller ships, but still larger than a twenty-first century space shuttle, with aerodynamic profiles, obviously designed to survive multiple atmospheric re-entries. They were all armed and engaging each other. Very little was different between the opposing types of smaller ships; only the sleek line of their wings and the markings on them appeared to set them apart. They were in slightly higher lunar orbits, which explained their delay in breaching horizon. They had smaller cannons, also mounted on underbelly turrets, also laser-guided, and they were flying in a complicated dance, with complex attitude changes.
"What... what is this?" asked Aram again, in awe.
"Some kind of space battle," Mark whispered, his eyes jumping from one detail to the next.
"Yeah, but who's fighting who?"
Doina enlarged the big, aggressive ship until it almost filled the room.
On the long, main shaft, in stark red letters, it said: USS KENNEDY, next to a flag that was unmistakably American.
"Oh, fuck," muttered Mark.
And then, they got noticed.


XVI.
Commander Steven Gaines was suffocating. Clutching the arms of his command seat, he gritted his teeth, counting three short breathes before drawing in lungfuls of air. Out, two, three, breathe in. Out, two, three, breathe in. His g-suit automatically compressed his legs and his torso, in sync with his efforts, squeezing his lungs on each exhalation. As the suit performed its rhythmic pumping, fighting the accumulation of blood in its occupant's legs, his vision began to darken just as the cruiser finished the tight manoeuvre and the eleven g subsided briskly into almost nothing.
Struggling with the urge to immediately relax his aching muscles, he quickly scanned the instruments on the great panel in front of him. His visor was lowered, his helmet secured, and small patches of mist appeared under his nose, as his body tried to lower its internal temperature by eliminating moisture as vapour. The life support system automatically compensated, trying to keep his face and body dry. Only his cropped hair was wet, underneath the microfibre bonnet.
"Turn complete," the navigator announced via the intercom, his voice strained by the huge physical toil.
"Firing paused," said the weapons officer, the same stress showing in his voice.
The enemy vessel was marred by explosions. Its occupants were flying in all directions. Gaines knew that rescue efforts would be pointless; those people did not carry enough air to last them until the battle was over.
"Target moving to lower orbit, firing main thrusters," said the tactical officer. "It's trying to escape beyond the far side, sir."
"Helm, hard roll, sixty degrees negative, announce and execute," ordered the commander.
Ship-wide, the ambient light gained a tinge of red, signifying that a hard-g procedure was about to take place. All crew members braced for the effort.
Two telescopic arms, each with a moveable thruster at the end, quickly extruded at both ends of the long cylinder. The thrusters fired for a few seconds, then their arms retracted as the huge cruiser began to rotate counterclockwise. Thrusters on the opposite side fired almost immediately afterwards in the retracted position, causing the rotation to decelerate smoother than it had been initiated.
"Fire main thrusters, but hold this orbit. Let's pursue and engage," he continued.
At the rear end of the cylinder, five large engines arranged in a circle lit up simultaneously, briskly accelerating the cruiser forward.
The weapons officer reflexively began controlling his own breath, as his own g-suit responded to the new forces.
"Targeting, lateral aim towards their thrusters, number two gun."
To literally save her breath, the targeting officer pressed the "acknowledge" button at her finger twice. She fired up her aiming laser, and telemetry immediately inundated the screen at her front, overlaid with live imagery from the gun camera. The laser controls were synced to the suit's acceleration sensors, requiring larger or smaller amounts of movement to operate, depending on the forces that the operator had to endure. She quickly found the side of the enemy's thruster cones, operated the fine adjustments needed to centre the cross-hairs on it, then pushed the "track" button. The laser and the gun camera continued tracking the target, and would do so until the geometry of the two ships' relative positions made it impossible, or until another obstacle came in between. If that were to happen, the tracking computer would automatically follow the last trajectory of the target and pause the gun until either the target became visible again and reconfirmed, or the operator retasked it.
And it did happen, when a body in a space suit crossed the path of the laser for an instant. She was able to briefly glimpse the other woman's panicked face through the gun camera. It was the face of someone who knows death is inevitable, and who would do anything to avoid it. It could be me, thought the lieutenant. It can still be me.
"Target locked and tracking, distance eight thousand three hundred feet," she blurted, voice trembling.
"Orbital speed," asked Gaines.
"Ninety-eight percent orbital, coming to zero main thrust," answered the navigation officer.
"Helm, apply directional thrust as needed. Weapons, commence firing number two gun."
Once again, the acceleration disappeared and the cruiser continued flying on its current orbit, at ninety-eight percent of the optimal speed for that lunar altitude. The gun under the ship's belly began to fire.
Inside the ship, the high-powered rounds generated reverberations through the hull, as their cartridges detonated. Thrusters on the opposite side automatically engaged to counteract the recoil.
"Direct hits," announced the targeting officer.
The thruster cone of the smaller ship withstood the attack for maybe two seconds, then disappeared in a cloud of debris. The ship itself changed its attitude, partly because of its new asymmetrical thrust, partly trying to yaw in order to protect its remaining two engines.
"Target destroyed," she announced.
"Number two gun paused," said the weapons officer, behind her.
"Acquiring new target." She moved the guiding laser a few meters to one side, to the most exposed of the other cones.
"Locked and tracking at eight thousand five hundred feet," she reported after a moment.
"Sir, enemy ship is tracking our number two gun," said the tactical officer.
"Weapons, lock number two turret, close number two gun dome."
A hemispheric dome closed around the gun barrel, completely covering it. Seconds after that, the thuds of incoming rounds hitting the reinforced, protective dome vibrated through the cruiser's hull, but they did not have a rhythm and stopped altogether after a few seconds.
"Damage report?"
"Weapons compartment took direct hits, but no hull penetration yet, sir."
"Tac?"
"I think their gun is malfunctioning, sir. We counted less than a full ammo supplement since the attack, so I don't think they're out just yet."
"A trick?"
"It fired really out of rhythm, sir. I don't think they can do that on purpose."
Gaines thought for a second.
"Do we still have a solution on their thrusters?"
"Only just, sir."
"Open dome. Resume tracking and fire."
"Yes, sir. Firing number two."
Again, the big gun spat out a long stream of bullets towards its target, but the other ship had already managed to turn, with its engines now pointed at the Moon."
"Target lost."
"Number two gun on pause."
"Status?" asked Gaines.
"Unknown, sir. I can't see from this angle."
"Comms, give me Wing Command."
"Yes, sir." And then: "Go for Wing Command, sir."
"Wing Leader, this is the Kennedy. I know you guys are busy, but can any of you see anything underneath that big bucket? We need confirmation of the number of destroyed thrusters."
"Kennedy, Wing Leader. Wait one."
"Targeting, aim for their comm array. Fire when you have a solution."
"Aiming for the target's comm array, aye sir."
 
* * *
 
"Wing Four, Wing Six, this is Wing Leader."
"Go for Six."
"Go for Four."
"Jack, Tom, can anyone in your crews see underneath that big Queen ship? Kennedy wants to know how many of their engines they'd busted."
There was a pause, as the two Wing ships -- capable of both space and atmospheric flight, but smaller and less powerful than the great cruiser -- adjusted their attitudes and tasked some cameras towards the dying ship, while still engaged in battle with the enemy's similar vessels.
"Leader, Six. I count one engine remaining, currently off."
"Leader, Four. My chief says he counts the same."
"Roger, one engine remaining. Thanks. Keep 'em dead, guys."
 
* * *
 
"Sir, Wing Leader reports one engine remaining, currently off," said the communication officer.
"Good job, weap, targ. Looks like they're not going anywhere fast," said Gaines.
"Yes, sir," said the weapons officer.
"Thank you sir," said the targeting officer, too. Then, she continued: "Enemy comm array locked on and tracking, distance seven thousand nine hundred feet on gun number two."
"Sir, suggest starboard yaw forty degrees and port roll fifteen degrees," said the tactical officer. "We can bear both guns on target if we just turn a little."
"Engines, bridge."
"Go for engines," answered the chief engineer from the remote aft section.
"How are we for propellant?"
"Fifty-eight percent, sir. Thirty-five left until we gotta fill'er back up."
"OK, thanks." Then, on the cabin circuit:
"Helm, medium yaw forty degrees positive; medium roll fifteen degrees negative, announce and execute," ordered the captain.
The two telescopic thrusters arms extended half-way, the small engines at their ends automatically angled to achieve both yaw and roll in the same time, and they fired simultaneously.
"Same target locked and tracking, same distance, gun number one," said the targeting officer. She had activated the opposite guiding laser and gun camera, and had been waiting for the manoeuvre to bring the other ship into range. As soon as  that happened, she locked the laser beam on the big antennae of the other ship, and the turret on the opposite side of the cruiser began tracking so it always maintained the same direction as the beam.
"Fire one and two," ordered the commander.
The two unprotected parabolic antennae were shredded in a matter of seconds by the concentrated fire from the two big guns.
"Sir, we're being hailed on VHF by the enemy ship," said the comms officer.
"Put me through," Gaines said, and heard a crackling, male voice in his headset.
"Hello, Steve," the voice said with a slight German accent.
"Hi, Karl," answered the American.
Static filled the comms circuit for a few seconds.
"I have lost thirty-two good people," the voice said. "And three Pinions. One of them was shot down by your Wings while they were trying to rescue their shipmates."
Gaines said nothing. There was more static.
"Remember when we first met, Steve?" said the voice from the dying ship. "We were skiing in Switzerland, before the war. Where was it? Zermat? We both tried to hit on the same French girl. Remember her? Short red hair, tattoo around her neck? We were both fresh out of last year at Academy."
"I remember sleeping with her that night, yes," said the American.
"Yes, you won then, too. Seven years ago."
Again, Gaines said nothing.
"The Monnet is down to one single engine, and we only have four Pinions left, Steve. Your Kennedy is nearly untouched and you have ten Wings. You get the girl again, Steve."
Gaines stayed silent.
"Let us go, Steve. Enough have died today."
"We're taking back those mines, Karl. That's my order. Whatever it takes."
"We're no longer a threat, Gaines. My gun is broken, and we're out of missiles, as you very well know. Let me pull back my Pinions and send them home to Taiyuan."
"Pull them back now."
"Do I have your word that you'll let us go?"
"Pull them back now."
Again there was static.
"Give me your word as an American officer, Steve."
"What happens to the Monnet if I let you go?"
"You know what. We'll take our chances trying to slingshot back to Eurasian space."
"Then fix the ship, get a new crew, load up some nukes and fuck with us again."
It was the other's turn to be silent. Then, he said:
"I didn't create this war, Gaines. I follow orders, just like you."
"No, Karl. You don't follow orders like I do. Because I'm willing to bet that your orders didn't include a provision to surrender."
"That's easy to say when you're the guy with the bigger guns, Steve. Aren't you tired of death yet? Isn't it enough that you'll probably get the mines?"
"Well, I didn't get them yet. And death seems to be the only way to keep you Queens off them."
"We dug those mines, Steve."
"We put you there, Karl."
"Sir, new bogey, high lunar orbit, eleven thousand feet and closing," interjected the tactical officer via the intercom in Gaines' helmet.
Gaines muted the ship-to-ship comms and asked:
"Well, who the hell is it?"
"I... I don't know, sir. I've never seen a ship design like this. It's a black torus, sir, with three spokes."
The tactical officer was seated to the back and left of the commander, with his own screens. Gaines could not see the telemetry that was flowing at that moment on the lieutenant's displays.
The Kennedy's command centre had forward-facing windows, but in its current attitude, they were still pointing towards the lunar surface, so Gaines could see nothing but lunar pockmarks and the Monnet. But he did have his own radar screen, whose orientation was slaved to the one used by tactical and, when he looked at it, he immediately saw the strange, round profile of an unidentified radar target.
"Show it to me on a camera," he ordered.
"Yes, sir," answered the lieutenant, quickly transferring the radar bearing into the video acquisition computer. The machine tasked a telescopic camera with the necessary orientation, and automatically calculated a tracking motion to compensate for the cruiser's own relative movement.
"This should be it, sir," he said, confused.
"Sir, we're getting hailed by the Monnet again," said the comms officer.
The commander was looking at the black screen, seeing nothing but the stars behind the Moon, and he immediately noticed that some of them went out, while others appeared out of nowhere, as if a black shape was crossing the field of the camera.
"How could you miss a huge thing like that?" he asked.
"I am sure I did not, sir. It just came out of nowhere. One moment it wasn't there, and the next it was. I'm looking at the radar logs, see what I can find out."
"Go to low light," he said.
The lieutenant used the computer to reconfigure the intensified charge-coupled sensors of the camera.
"Switching to ICC imaging... now."
The stars became sharp discs of light, moving slowly across the screen, and on top of them, the black torus gained volume and presence.
"Well, well. Just what the fuck is that, now," whispered commander Gaines.
The alien ship was slowly rotating; its three inner spokes belied that motion. And, as it did so, three large, irregular letters came clearly into view.
Gaines switched his ship-to-ship comms back on.
"You son of a bitch, Karl. Thought you could keep me busy while you waited for reinforcement."
"Whatever that thing is, Gaines, it is not Eurasian, I assure you of that."
"Yeah, right. Well it sure ain't Martian, Karl. Unless Martians use the Latin alphabet."
"The what...?!" came the confused reply.
Gaines muted ship-to-ship to speak on the intercom again:
"Tac, find me an attitude where we can keep number one gun on the Monnet, and number two gun on the new bogey. Transfer to helm, announce and execute hard when ready." Then he unmuted the call.
"Karl, you lying sack of shit, don't play idiot with me. You wanna talk to me about death? You ain't seen death yet."
The cruiser yawed and rolled violently, pushing the crew hard into their restraints, and forcing Gaines to stop talking.
"What are you doing, Steve?"
"Fuck off," Gaines managed to blurt out, ending the conversation.


XVII.
A thunderous hail of large caliber bullets impacted the hull of the starship, at speeds nearly the same as their muzzle velocities, as they encountered no friction on their trajectory; nothing to slow them down except for the lunar gravity. Loud, formidable bangs resonated throughout the air-filled, empty rooms of the ship, as their attackers probed the exposed area, looking for a soft spot.
Doina recoiled violently, almost as if she had been hit herself, and raised the static field instinctively. A flurry of coherent light beams erupted from the ship's hull as they automatically joined with each incoming bullet. Designed to defend the ship against micrometeors at near luminal speeds, the system had no problems coping with the incoming attack.
"What's going on?!" asked Aram.
"Stupid Yanks are shooting at us with no warning!" Mark said.
"Shooting with what?!"
"Some high caliber ordnance, far as I can tell!"
The Englishman was tense and distraught, clearly not expecting their welcome to come in the form of an outright, unprovoked attempted slaughter.
Aram grabbed his shoulder and forced Mark to face him.
"You have to calm down and explain this to me."
Mark seemed to look through him at Doina, but after a few seconds, his eyes focused on the blond Dacian.
"Doi, can the ship keep this up?" asked Aram, guessing the other's thoughts.
"For now, yes," she said.
"Can you turn edgewise towards that big ship, so we present a smaller target?" asked Mark.
"Yes," she said. "But why are they trying to hurt us? We've only just arrived!"
"Looks like we got ourselves mixed in the middle of a war, and they're shooting first and asking questions later," he said.
"Explain," Aram asked again.
"That big ship over there is American," Mark said, pointing at the huge cylinder with the United States flag painted on its side. "They were one of the strongest military powers on Earth, in my time. Some of those smaller ships seem to be theirs, too. I don't know what the other ships are, or why they're shooting each other."
"What are they shooting us with?"
"Looks like regular guns to me," Mark said, then explained. "Impact projectiles, fired using small, individual explosions inside of a gun, and propelled through long barrels."
"You had stuff like this in your day?"
"Yeah, we did. Too much of it."
"Is it gonna kill us?"
"It probably will, if it eventually goes through the hull. I have no idea how big a pounding this ship can take. And I have no idea what other weapons these idiots have."
"The hull is fine, for now," said Doina. "But can't we just talk to them?"
"Sure, but how? Do you have a radio? Any means of ship-to-ship communication?"
That confused her. "I'm sure Doi must have something," she muttered.
"Like what?"
She brought up a wall of symbols and began inspecting them frantically.
 
* * *
 
"All Wings, all Wings, be advised, new bogey at ten thousand feet in orbital direction, on higher orbit, assigned target ID X-Ray One. Assumed Eurasian. The Kennedy has engaged with one gun, ship has laser defences that seem to target and destroy each individual bullet."
"Each individual bullet?!" asked Wing Eight in disbelief. "How is that even possible? Those fuckers fly at five thousand feet per second and there's a whole bunch of 'em!"
"Six, Two, this is Leader. Disengage from the Queens and go take a look at our new friends up there. You are still weapons free, weapons free. Stay out of trouble, boys and girls. Report directly to the Kennedy by laser link only. Go, go, go."
The two sleek ships abandoned their battered targets, already outnumbered ten to four. Firing their manoeuvring thrusters, they changed their attitude, and then engaged their primary thrusters to climb to a higher lunar orbit.
"Two, Six. Helen, what do you say we split and arrive at the X-Ray from two different directions, and I would suggest, way out of Kennedy's line of fire."
"Fine by me, Jack," a female voice responded. "We'll break left, you guys break right, let's try to arrive at this thing from opposite directions in a plane perpendicular to the Kennedy's aim."
"Roger that. Let's both compute trajectories to be there in about two minutes. You want to go dark?"
"Let's just keep secure comms. With a fuckton of lead crashing down on them, I really doubt they don't already know we're here."
Aboard the smaller Wings, most crew members have two jobs. The commander is also the pilot, and the navigator is also a tactical officer. The weapons officer, in charge of the single gun and the missiles launcher, also does targeting. The master chief is the only one with another engineer under his command, who also looks after comms, and two more ordnancemen who make sure there's always something for the gun to shoot, or for the launchers to fire.
With the alien starship prominently visible on radar, the navigator plotted an approximate course involving a number of turns in two of the three planes. Since this was a recon mission, not a combat one, he took human and mechanical duress into consideration, programming them in a way that would not subject them to too much acceleration.
They started with a starboard translation, a positive pitch and a gradual acceleration on the main engine. Then, as they approached the alien starship's orbit, they yawed away from it, putting a few hundred feet of distance between them, and then they yawed back, shutting down the mains and free-flying, while changing pitch so their main gun was always aiming in the general direction of the black torus, but without actually acquiring laser telemetry.
It was spectacular. The Kennedy had stopped continuous firing and was instead trying to sneak in short bursts, at random intervals and aiming at random spots on the outside of the black torus. Ordnance took nearly two seconds to fly from one ship to the other, but blinding white and impossibly long laser beams, seeming to originate directly from the hull of the torus, destroyed the bullets not even half way through.
"From this angle, it seems like they destroy most of their incoming at pretty much the same range," the copilot said. "I guess we could actually measure that," he said more to himself, and then went to work.
"Get me commander Broughman," lieutenant commander Helen Dole asked.
The comms officer kept track of both Wing Six and the Kennedy, relative to their own spacecraft. As orders were to use encrypted laser comms only, their radios were passive, transmitting nothing.
The lieutenant fired up a low-power laser beam, targeting Wing Six's receiver mirror. Once the two computers exchanged digital handshakes, the background of his screen turned green.
"Go for Wing Six," he told his commander on the intercom. They were all on ship's air supply, but the cabin itself was unpressurised, so the comms were considered secure. No sound vibrations could've been intercepted from the outside, because there was no atmosphere to vibrate.
"Six, Two." Identification was not needed since the link was digital, but she said it anyway, out of habit. "Notice anything interesting?"
"My chief here says the X-Ray pitched down to present a smaller profile," Broughman's voice came from the Wing that was approaching in a similar arc, from the opposite direction. "That might suggest that they're more bothered by our fire than they'd like to pretend."
"Sam here says the ordnance gets busted at a pretty much constant range," she said, looking questioningly at her copilot in the left seat. He confirmed with a firm nod. "That could also mean that their lasers have a fixed effective range, so if we can somehow get inside that range, they may be ineffective."
"Are you thinking what I'm thinking?"
"Well, let's see. First, they pitch to offer a smaller profile. So if we engage them on their maximum profile, they might have trouble with that. Then, their defences seem to have a fixed range. If they have trouble enough for us to squeeze in a couple of rockets past those lasers, we might be on to something."
"I'll speak to Gaines," said Broughman.


XVIII.
"Can we get away from here?" asked Aram.
"And go where?" said Mark.
"Anywhere but."
"And then?"
"OK. Can we fight them off?"
"With what? Doina, do we have any offensive weaponry?"
She pondered for a second.
"I'm not completely sure, but I don't think so."
"Let's ask the ADM anyway," suggested Aram.
She shrugged and touched the relevant symbol.
"Does this ship have offensive capabilities?" asked Mark.
"No," answered the voice from the walls.
"How long can it withstand this attack?"
"Approximately six hundred and thirty hours," came the answer.
Mark divided by twenty-four. "That's about a month," he said with considerable relief.
"What if they call for reinforcements?" asked the Dacian.
"ADM, calculate maximum efficient defence for an attack ten times this force," said Mark.
"Approximately one hundred hours."
"Four days," said Aram.
"Something tells me they have more bullets than we have time," said Mark.
"Yes. But do they know that?"
"They're Americans. Half of that huge ship is probably full of ammo."
"We have more company," said Doina suddenly. She reduced the starfield and changed the angle to keep their ship in the middle with the Moon surface underneath. From the edges, two American ships were approaching, with engines  switched off.
"How could you tell?" asked Aram.
"I don't know, I guess I felt them... Doi-the-ship felt them," she said. "But they're also hitting us with something, like ripples in a pond. Waves of some kind."
"Radar," Mark said. "They're painting us."
"Well, if that's what they're doing, we're being painted by a lot of people," she continued. "Even by some of those ships that are being attacked."
"Wish I could hear what they're saying," mused Aram.
"Well, I don't suppose we could?" ventured Mark.
"Not that I know of," answered Doina.
"So, what do we do?"
"We must get them to stop shooting at us, and then try to communicate."
And at that moment, the pounding stopped.
They all looked at each other, not knowing what to believe.
"The big ship, the Kennedy, is changing position," announced Doina again.
She readjusted the starfield to include the big American ship. It was now firing its main engines, accelerating to climb higher than them, and once it had achieved its higher orbit, it pitched hard, head over tail.
Then, both its guns swivelled outwards and backwards, both of them pointing at Doi. And then, they started firing.
And then, the two smaller ships on both their sides started firing, too.
The defensive lasers erupted from almost all around the hull of the starship, pulverising the ordnance that was incoming from three sides at once. The attackers were not aiming at the same spot, but slowly turning the four guns in order to cover as much of their target as possible.
And then, among the sphere of explosions around them, new, big blasts emerged, apparently randomly, bursting in blinding white flashes that hurt their eyes if they looked directly at them.
"Now, what?!" asked Aram.
"Missiles," said Mark. "Don't look like nukes, probably conventional warheads. Whatever 'conventional' means in this day and age, anyway."
Aram looked at him curiously.
"So you had things like these in your day, too?"
"We weren't in space very much in my day. But yeah, we had missiles."
"And was everyone so good at guns and war as to quickly tell what they are, even in space, or do all English teachers know about missiles?"
Mark ignored the question.
"Doina, let's ask the ADM how this changes things."
"I don't need to," she said.
When they looked at her, she had a strained expression, as if the ship's defensive efforts reflected directly upon her. Her face was white and her eyes had a harrowed look.
"We're not made for this," she said, unconsciously using the plural to talk about both her and the starship. "This has to stop, and soon."
"Can we get away?"
"We're pinned down," she said. "The Moon is on one side, the big cruiser on the other, those two ships are on the sides, and everywhere else, there's a war going on. We don't have enough room to accelerate -- not through that barrage of bullets and missiles and ships," she said.
"How long?" asked Mark, softly.
"A few hours."
And that's if they stick to conventional warheads, he thought.
"Right. What do we do?"
"Defend ourselves, that's what!" exclaimed Aram. "There has to be something we can throw at them!"
"What, how?"
"Can't we build a big gun of our own, and blow them to hell?"
"We can't build anything outside the hull," she said.
"Can we make one inside and then carry it out?"
"Do you know how to make a space gun? asked Mark.
"I thought you did!"
"I might be able to explain the workings of a gun to the ADM, but anything large enough to make a difference will take far too long to make," Mark said. "Anything that goes boom is bound to be at least as complicated as food."
They looked at each other.
Doina, deeply connected to the ship, was tense, worried and frightened. Tears started welling in her eyes.
Mark had his fingers to his temples and was looking down, trying to come up with something.
Aram's fists and jaw clenched and unclenched. He stared at the starfield, his eyes darting from one object to another. His lips started moving in silence.
"Fuck it," he said, suddenly. "Fuck it. I'm gonna do something about this."
He looked at Doina and Mark and repeated:
"The guy from the third century is gonna do something about this."
 
* * *
 
"I'll come with you," said Mark.
"No. I need you to talk to me from One."
"You won't have enough time."
"I don't need time. We don't have time anyway. I'll have plenty of time. Stop talking about time!"
"Are you sure about this?"
Aram stopped in the middle of the room as the floor iris opened.
"Didn't you say so yourself? We're all here for a reason. Maybe this is mine."
"That's not what I meant."
"I know."
"Let me come with you," Mark said again.
"You stay the fuck here and you look after her. Whatever happens. You get it?" Aram looked the Englishman straight in the eyes, then grabbed him by both shoulders.
"I've seen how she is around you. She almost thinks you're her father. And I've seen how you treat her, too. She needs you, so just fucking do it."
Mark was lost for words. Aram flashed him a quick smile and said:
"Or I'll break your legs when I come back." Then he threw himself into Room Three.


XIX.
"I think some of our rounds are getting through, sir!" the targeting officer said, excitedly.
"How can you tell?" asked Gaines.
"I can't, sir. But Wing Six has visuals on some rounds hitting their hull, and the ballistics indicate that they're coming from us."
"Where are they getting through? Which area of the target?"
"The centre, sir."
"Very good, lieutenant," smiled the commander. "So commander Broughman was right, they did have a good reason to give us a small profile. Keep pounding them. In the meantime, what's the word from our remaining Wings?"
"They've disabled or destroyed all enemy vessels. The Monnet is dead in space. I have two Pinions still trying to put up a fight, but they haven't got a chance, sir."
"Fine. We'll deal with the Monnet once we're done here. Comms, tell Wing Leader to bring the whole gang up here once they've finished having their fun with the Queens."
"Yes, sir."
"I don't know when, where and how the Eurasians have built this damn thing or what they hope to do with it, but I sure as hell plan to stop it."
"Yes, sir."
"Tactical, put together a visual report of X-Ray One, encode it and task a drone to fly it back to Washington."
"Yes, sir."
"Sir, I still have the Monnet hailing us on VHF."
"Nevermind the damn Monnet. Anything on the laser mike?"
The communications officer, master of his own antennae, laser emitters and receiving mirrors, had pointed a low-power beam towards the enemy starship, scanning its outer hull. If the interior of the ship had atmosphere and the occupants were talking, minute fractions of the air vibrations would be transmitted through the hull. The laser beam reflection would suffer from those tiny surface vibrations, and its echo could be analysed and converted back into sound. It was not accurate in any way, but it could help to generally point out where people were, if they were speaking.
"So far I've got two male voices, apparently speaking English," the comms officer said. "I can't understand what they're saying, but the intonation seems British." He checked his screen and continued: "There's also one female voice. I think she may have been speaking Italian at some point, but I can't tell for sure, sir."
"Damn Eurasians. Anyone else? No Russkies? No Chinks?"
"That's all I've got for now, sir, but I'm keeping scanning."
Gaines was about to comment, but then the targeting and tactical officers spoke at once.
"Sir, X-Ray One is opening."
The tactical lieutenant didn't wait for the order; he sent the imagery directly to his superior's screen. The alien ship had been twisting this way and that, trying to dodge the bullets and the missiles. Its maximum profile -- the top side, they would've called it if it was lying flat on the ground -- was currently turned towards Wing Six, Jack Broughman's ship. His crew was sending real-time visuals to both the Kennedy and Wing Two. The core of the black ship, a cylinder with three flat, curved spokes emerging from it towards the surrounding torus, suddenly opened like an iris. Jack's tactical officer carefully adjusted the telescope camera and zoomed in.
"What. The. Fuck," enunciated lieutenant commander Broughman slowly, over the open ship-to-ship channel, forgetting himself.
The telescopic camera had excellent quality. Every detail was vivid and perfect. There could be no illusion.
In the open cylinder there was one man. A blond man, in civilian clothing, wearing no kind of space suit whatsoever. His shoulder-length hair flew towards the space, as the air in the chamber ejected powerfully.
He seemed to be lying on his back on the floor, but they quickly saw that he was  in fact anchored there. Thick, grey tendrils were visible across his torso, solidly strapping him to the floor and exposing him to the open space.
Bullets that were beginning to make it through the laser barrage hit the cylinder hard, and one even managed to find its way inside, crashing into the floor, right next to the man.
He was under immense physical stress. His thick arm muscles were bulging, veins swollen by the sudden lack of atmospheric pressure, but also by great effort. In his arms was a grey pyramid, pointed upwards, whose tip almost reached the opened iris. It was about as big as a large man, and it was suspended by a trio of equally grey elastic bands, attached to the inside edges of the iris, converging under the big pyramid, and held in tension only by the man's raw strength.
Two long, unreal seconds passed.
Then, the blond man let go of the pyramid.
"Incom...!" the tactical officer of Wing Six managed to say, before the pyramid travelled the few thousand feet that separated it from the starship and impacted the Wing at a sharp angle.
Because of that angle, it got deflected. The impact hadn't been straight on. But the odd projectile carried on across the length of the supple Wing ship, pushing it, carving its own way, leaving a groove in its hull, like an ugly scar, thick and filled with thousands of sparks; it crashed the landing gear housing, arrived at the gun turret and went straight through it, and finally lost enough kinetic energy in the aft and starboard engine groups, shredding the thruster cowling to so much debris, only to go on tumbling towards the Moon.
The unexpected, sheer ballistic collision hurt the Wing badly. It was swept away at a few tens of feet per second, tumbling head over end, causing everyone inside to lose consciousness to the huge acceleration forces, applied much more suddenly than their suits could have had time to counteract.
The first to recover was Wing Two, on the other side of the alien starship.
"Jack, are you there? Jack, come in."
There was no answer.
"Wing Six, this is Wing Two. Jack, this is Helen. Come in, Wing Six."
Inside the USS Kennedy, the bridge crew was speechless. Commander Gaines turned in his seat, as far left as his safety harness allowed him, trying to make eye contact with his navigator and the tactical officer behind him. He saw the stupefied, numb looks on the two lieutenants, and he knew the other crew members must share them.
"Bridge, engines. We just saw that... What was that?" asked the chief of engineering, from his aft compartment, on the ship intercom.
"Jesus, what happened?" said the weapons officer, too. "Did you see that? What was that, sir?"
"Did that suicidal maniac just kill a Wing with a goddamned, motherfucking stone and a slingshot?" asked Gaines to no-one in particular.
The tactical officer regained his composure.
"Sir, we lost visuals on the enemy ship. Wing Six isn't transmitting anymore."
"I know it's not transmitting," said Gaines, slowly. "That'll be because Wing Six is currently a fucking comet on its way to the Sun. What I wanna know is, how could something like this happen?"
The lieutenant was already scrolling back his radar logs.
"Sir, that projectile had a mass of almost eleven hundred pounds."
"My God, what was it made of?! Uranium?"
The officer calculated quickly.
"Heavier, sir. Looks like platinum, by density."
"That thing was platinum?!"
"Had about the same density, sir. If the impact had been head-on, Wing Six would've exploded like a bomb, sir."
"They're hurling goddamned platinum at my ships?!"
"It gets worse, sir."
"Oh, I'm sure it does, lieutenant. Do go on."
"Well sir, it flew at two thousand feet per second. That's almost as fast as an artillery shell."
"I know how fast that is, el-tee."
"Yes, sir. But it was only a slingshot. The amount of force that sling put out is off the charts, for a human being, sir."
"What are you telling me?"
"I'm telling you that either that man, if he is a man, is the strongest human being in the known Universe, or I don't know how to divide and multiply anymore. Sir."


XX.
"Quick, shut the iris! Bring back the air!" Mark yelled.
"Already doing it," Doina said, frantically touching floating symbols.
"Is he still alive?"
"Aram, can you hear us?" she said, by way of answer.
"Aram, mate, it's Mark. Can you hear us?"
There was no answer.
"Doi, let me out and open all doors between here and the airlock," said Mark.
She did so, and he threw himself into Two, then went through its door wall, swiftly switching ground as he crossed into the spoke, and ran the distance to the airlock just as Doina opened it from One.
Aram was still firmly held against the floor; the three elastic bands acting as a sling were rigid under the ceiling, against the closed outer iris.
The Dacian had his hands tight over his ears. He opened one bloodshot eye and turned it towards Mark.
"Fuck, my ears hurt," he whispered. "And I'm cold."
"Doi, turn the temperature up," said Mark loudly, knowing she'd be listening. Sure enough, the room quickly got warmer by a few good degrees.
"Why do my ears hurt?"
"They're most susceptible to pressure changes," Mark said. "Should've thought about it, should've made you some ear plugs."
"There was no time. Did I hit it?"
"You sure did, mate."
"Do any good?"
"The ship's gone out of the sky. You caught it at a bit of an angle, otherwise I'm sure you would've blown it to bits. It was quite a show, believe me."
He smiled.
"How's Doi?"
"She... They're both fine," Mark said. "The Yanks are still shooting at us, but with that ship gone, we can handle it better."
Then he noticed the big, molten round next to Aram's hip. He touched it carefully; it was already cold. He picked it up and showed it to Aram.
"We should be thankful this thing missed you," he said.
"Is that what they're hitting us with?" he asked with interest.
Mark inspected the spot on the floor where the round had hit. It was hardly even scratched.
"Well, I don't think they look like this. This one hit the floor, but whatever this floor is made of, it didn't give in, so the whole kinetic energy of the projectile turned into heat, and it melted instantly," he explained.
"Right," Aram said. "And you know all that because you're a teacher of English."
"Shut up," Mark said. "Look at you, look at what you did! This idea of yours, to use artificial gravity to help pull that five ton shell! It must've crushed you alive!"
"I'll live," said the Dacian. "I still believe that I'll live forever, you know."
"I see no reason why you shouldn't," said the Englishman, smiling. "A man who thinks of using a slingshot against a spaceship can never die."
"Yeah, I'm still not exactly sure why I needed Doi to help me pull it," he said. "I mean, couldn't she have just turned the weight off in the airlock?"
"Yes, but mass is mass, even in absence of gravity. To shoot such a huge mass with a slingshot, you need a really strong sling; and to pull back such a strong sling, you need help. So, we used its own mass as weight. Doina had to carefully balance the artificial gravity, to only use enough to load the sling and not crush you."
He helped Aram squeeze out of his grey harness and gave him a little water.
"Mate, seeing you let go of that sling was the coolest thing I've ever seen anyone do."
"It helped knowing that I wouldn't instantly die, you know."
"Yeah," said Mark. "You don't die instantly if you're exposed to outer space. It takes about a half minute. But I bet it wasn't really pleasant, either."
"All the air got sucked out of me, and it felt a little like I was gonna be turned into pulp on the floor, but other than that, it wasn't really all that bad."
"Right, play tough," Mark said smiling again.
"Now, get out. I'm gonna do this again. I'm beginning to like it."
"Are you sure you're still up to it?"
"Hey, first time is always the hardest. Now I know what to expect."
Mark watched him as he wiggled back into the restraints, and stood up.
"Good luck. We'll find you a target and turn towards it, Doi will load your sling with that beautiful gel thing, and you unleash hell on them."
"Got it."
The door opened.
"Hey, Mark?"
"Yeah?"
"Get me some ear plugs before you go, will you?"


XXI.
Back in Room One, Mark told Doina:
"He's fine and he wants to do it again. How are we doing?"
"Better, now. We're not getting hit anymore. But we won't be able to take this forever."
"We could run, now, you know. We have an opening where that ship has been."
"And then, what?"
"We could run to Earth."
"They're fighting us here, beyond the Moon," she said. "Imagine what kind of guns they have back home. If we're gonna fight, I'd rather not put the ship through anything worse than this."
Mark looked at her appreciatively.
"Maybe if we stop them here, it'll make a difference," she went on.
"Let's take the fight to them, then. Turn towards the smaller ship."
"Do we still move slowly?"
"No, we need another surprise. The first time, Aram was the surprise; they'll see that coming now. We moved slowly then because I bet they don't have this inertia gimmick that cancels out g forces. This time, we'll move as quickly as we need to match their escape manoeuvres, even quicker, and they won't see that coming."
The little girl shrunk and said nothing for a second. Then, she asked:
"Do you think Aram killed the people in that ship?"
"It didn't explode. It was just knocked out badly. I'm sure the Yanks could go save them, if killing us wasn't more important."
She nodded halfheartedly.
"Come on, Doi. I have another couple of third century ideas that we could use, and I need to know if you can do them."
 
* * *
 
"Sir, what do we do about the crew of Wing Six?"
"Where are they?"
"On a very low lunar orbit, sir. It'll decay in a day or so."
"Air support?"
"Good for about the same amount of time, sir."
"Plenty of time to get them back, then. Where are my Wings?"
"On their way, full complement estimated in about six minutes."
"Comms, tell Wing Leader to assign best firing positions around X-Ray One, for every ship under his command."
"Yes, sir."
"Targeting, are any of our rounds still getting through?"
"Not that I can tell, sir."
"We'll see how they feel with nine Wings plus us shooting at them, at the same time, those damn Queen bastards."
"Sir, I have Wing Two on ship-to-ship."
"Go ahead, Helen."
"Commander, the target keeps turning towards us."
"Well, it was either you, or us, wasn't it? And you're smaller, to the fucking cowards."
"What do we do?"
"Same as they did. Evade, turn to present a smaller profile, make it impossible for that madman to aim at you."
"Yes, sir. Should I not back away, sir?"
"Dole, you are ordered to stay where you are with respect to our target and perform evasive actions, you understand me?"
"Yes, sir. Also, sir, we only have eleven missiles left and just under three thousand rounds."
"The other Wings are on their way. If four guns were too much for this thing, imagine what eleven guns will do to it. We'll tear it to shreds. Then, and only then, we return and finish off the Monnet, and then, and only then, we go back home. Clear?"
"Crystal, sir."
They watched Wing Two as it began a series of complicated evasive manoeuvres, pitching, rolling, yawing and translating on all planes, in the same time doing its best to keep firing.
But, whatever she did, the torus kept pace, and the assault was rejected in a flurry of laser beams.
However hard commander Dole tried to jump from one place to another, then brake hard and pitch over and run away, the torus kept facing her Wing with millimetre precision, matching its motions degree for degree. In fact, it was moving so fast, Kennedy's targeting officer had trouble keeping their guns on track.
"Damn," the weapons officer said. "They must be pulling a whole lotta g in that ship, doing turns like that. And that guy didn't even have a space suit, let alone a g-suit. What are these people?!"
"Sir, we're getting reports of a huge impact on the Moon. All seismic sensors registered large tremors," reported the communications officer.
"And why do I need to know that another meteorite hit our Moon?" asked Gaines, annoyed.
"Because it wasn't a meteorite, sir. It was that slingshot projectile. It left a crater almost six miles wide."
"So they're not only blasting my Wings, but they could destroy our mines, too."
"Amazing," said the tactical officer. "They're not just matching commander Dole's movements, they're actually predicting them. No spacecraft and no pilot are that good."
"Targeting, concentrate all fire on that iris. Do not let that fucker get past their own defences."
"Sir, we're running low on ammo," said the weapons officer. "If we fire that much now, we won't have enough to last us until the Wings arrive."
"Short bursts, then. But keep them busy."
"Sir, the central iris is opening on the target ship."
"Wing Two, Kennedy. Stay small, Helen!"
The Wing ship concluded a complicated dance in a stance that was showing the torus only its pointed tip, plus the wings and the two tall rear stabilisers. Its absolute minimal profile, barely ten feet tall, was the best it could do. Even with full thrusters, it couldn't get out of the way of something flying at over two thousand feet per second. Definitely not quickly enough.
But the alien ship did not fire. Instead, it shut the iris again.
"Stay put, Helen," commander Gaines warned her.
And then, something completely unexpected happened.
The torus began an almost instantaneous, circular movement, at an amazing angular velocity, rotating around a point on its edge. It didn't start slow and then accelerate, and it had no visible thrusters. It simply started to rotate at speed, swivelling around that point on its outer hull. It turned once, then twice, then the iris opened again.
At the middle of the third rotation, the maniac in the empty airlock let loose a spherical projectile.
Borrowing the ship's angular momentum, and enhanced by its own rotation, the round projectile executed a graceful, elongated spiral arc, colliding with the Wing from underneath. It blew the ship's entire back side to bits, and sent it tumbling straight towards the American cruiser, about a half mile away.
"Hard pitch ninety, now!" yelled Gaines in his helmet microphone.
The Kennedy's frontal thrusters were firing even before their telescopic arms extended fully. The lights in the front cargo compartments -- the ones most affected by the angular momentum -- turned blood red. The crew was already at battle stations, except for two airmen who had been working to reattach a fallen crate back in its place. They were thrown so hard across the room that the bones in their bodies were crushed. They were dead in two seconds, stuck on a separation wall like squashed flies. The crate, which had come loose during one of the previous harder manoeuvres, burst through the separating wall, coming completely undone. Its contents continued to fly and crashed against the inner bulkhead.
Most of the crew found themselves unable to breathe, as they felt like elephants were trampling their chests. Their g-suits helped a little, but even so, many of them lost consciousness.
The brutal, unusual manoeuvre was all that stood in the path of a complete disaster, as the front side of Wing Two tumbled through the space occupied, only a second earlier, by the fore end of Kennedy's long cylinder.
Once the ship became stable again, reports began to flow in.
"Target lost, both guns on pause."
"We have two casualties in the cargo compartments. Biotelemetry shows four wounded, nine unconscious."
"We have four solar panels destroyed by incoming debris, partial power outages throughout the ship, and failures on power cells chargers thirty through forty-six."
"We have an inner wall breach in number one cargo compartment."
"Manoeuvring propellant is down to forty-one percent."
"Sir, Wing Leader reports, Wing Two clipped Wing Three. It's damaged her port wing. Wing Three has lost atmospheric flight capability and most of the propellant it had left, but other than that she and her crew are in good shape."
"And what about Wing Two?"
"Wing Leader reported that they were trying to brake using their frontal thrusters, sir. They were all over the place. Wing Eleven nearly got hit, too."
"So they're alive. Are they slowing down?"
The tactical officer checked his radar.
"Not yet, sir."
Shit, thought Gaines. One stone, two birds. And nearly got us, too.
"Comms, tell Wing Leader to task two of their Wings to engage in pursuit of Wing Two, grapple her and do an EVA to recover their crew. Then scuttle Wing Two and come here, dock, leave all non-essential crew, pick up some med supplies, and go after Six."
That took a moment to coordinate, but the confirmation came:
"Wing Leader reports, Wing Eleven and Wing Five have been tasked with search and rescue operations."
That leaves us with five Wings, Gaines thought. Two stones, five birds.
"Tactical, coordinate with helm and Wing Leader for the optimal pattern around the target. Let's break these sons of bitches into pieces."
The tactical officer didn't acknowledge right away. Gaines frowned.
"Tac?"
"Confirm, sir. I am to coordinate with helm and Wing Leader for optimum attack pattern."
"Is there a problem, lieutenant?"
"Sir, this ship just popped up on our radars out of nothing. It has no visible thrusters, no kind of conventional engines, but it pulled about fifty g entering that rotation, and even more stopping it in less than a second. Its crew can not only operate at those accelerations, but they can control the ship with an unbelievable degree of accuracy. That same crew can manhandle objects weighing over eleven thousand pounds, which I cannot believe they store on board for this purpose, so they probably manufactured them somehow, right there. Of a substance so dense that it seems like platinum. Sir, that is way more platinum than there ever was in the whole planet Earth. And either they have a hundred thousand tons of platinum which they can mould at will and then literally throw away, or they can make something equally dense. And that last sphere, sir, I think it was intentionally in-homogenous, to achieve that curving effect in flight."
"What are you saying, el-tee?"
"Sir, that ship is definitely worth more alive than dead."
Gaines didn't reply. At that particular moment, he wanted nothing more than to shove a nuke down the iris of that black ship and watch it disintegrate, to make it pay for what it did to his Wings and to teach those damn Queens a lesson.
But, he had to admit, his officer had a point. If that was indeed an Eurasian ship -- and what else could it be, with the inscription DOI so shamelessly prominent on its hull, and since it certainly wasn't an American ship? --, then capturing it would make for an invaluable source of intel.
He still had his own doubts, however.
"OK, Jameson. Answer me this: if the Queens had this wonder of space tech at their disposal, then, first of all, how come it doesn't have any offensive weaponry? It has the best defence system imaginable, but it also has to throw rocks to fight back? And second, why didn't they send it against us earlier, while we were kicking their asses?"
The lieutenant answered smartly:
"The two are connected, sir. They didn't use it against us because it wasn't ready. They've kept it hidden behind the Moon, and we attacked too early for their convenience."
"And how did it appear suddenly on your radar?"
"It must've been there the whole time, sir. No doubt, they have some anti-radar technology, which they turned off as it became ineffective anyway, once it came in visual range. Probably trying to surprise us, sir."
Gaines considered. It was a good theory, but he still wanted to blast that ship out of the solar system, on general principles. Just when he was about to make his option known, the lieutenant spoke again:
"Sir," he said. "And what if they've made more than one?"


XXII.
"I don't understand," said Doina.
"Neither do I," said Aram, who had just finished gulping down a handful of meal bars and was having a swig of water, back in One.
Mark didn't reply. He was intently watching the live visuals showing the ship's surrounding space.
The Americans had stopped firing, all at the same time. Now, five of the smaller ships were stationed around their starship, in the same plane and facing it; and Kennedy, the great cruiser, loomed above them.
They were all flashing lights. Simultaneously, and in short pulses.
Four flashes, then three, then two.
Then, a short pause, and they'd start again. They'd been doing it for a few minutes.
"Is that supposed to be another twenty-first century weapon?" Aram asked with disdain.
"No," said Mark. "That, my friends, is a nineteenth century tool. Four, three, two. Four hundred and thirty-two. I'm willing to bet those would be megahertz."
He met their blank stares.
"They're trying to establish communications," he said. "They want to speak to us by radio, on the frequency of four hundred and thirty-two megahertz. I know it doesn't mean much to you, but radio communication is the simplest way to talk over distance without any wires."
"Right," said Aram. "Because it's so much easier with wires."
"Doi, you said earlier that you could feel them painting the ship with something that seemed like ripples in the pond. Can you ask the ship how many of those ripples it felt in a second?"
She focused for a few seconds, then answered:
"About forty billion, and they're still doing it."
"Can the ship feel any ripples that come at exactly four hundred and thirty-two million per second?"
They waited while she approached the problem visually, navigating her way through the myriad of symbols that appeared every time she needed something. She made a large circle appear, and slowly started to shrink it by touching its edges and bringing her hands closer. Sometimes, the circle filled with white colour, and at one of those moments, she stopped.
"Yes," she said. "Here it is, every time we get hit by what you said, this circle turns white."
"I think you've just built an oscilloscope there," said Mark, grinning. "Now, can you convert those vibrations into the audible spectrum?"
"Well... I don't even know half of those words," she said.
Going from elation to frustration, Mark rubbed his cheeks with both hands, and tried to think.
"A radio is a very simple device," he said. "I'm sure this ship knows what it is and how to make one. I just don't know how to explain it well enough and quick enough."
He looked at them.
"I guess we're just gonna have to ask the Yanks to lend us one."
 
A section of the long cylinder that made up the USS Kennedy extracted itself out of the large cruiser. "The crate," a backronym for CRuiser Autonomous Transport Equipment, was a stubby, flying compartment specifically designed to be docked seamlessly into the cruiser. It looked like a half moon, with pointy ends where thrusters engines had been installed. Docked, it was accessed via an airlock placed right between the thrusters, that connected to the cruiser's spine -- a longitudinal corridor that spanned its whole length. When it was away, it left a sizeable dent.
The crate was built for short-distance operations and could carry up to nine people, including the pilot; it was ugly (hence the name) but functional and useful, and the Kennedy had four of them.
It fired short bursts of propellant to engage on a trajectory towards the black ship.
"Kennedy, Crate Two. Clear and on track," reported its pilot via laser link.
"Crate Two, proceed with caution," answered the cruiser's communication officer.
"Good job, Hendricks," said commander Gaines to the lieutenant who manned comms. "That idea of yours with the lights was fantastic. Who'd've thought that a ship like that doesn't have radio or laser comms?"
"They probably didn't get around to installing them yet, sir. Thank you."
"Weird, though, isn't it? I mean, when you build a ship, comms are among the first things you set up, otherwise how are you gonna coordinate work?"
"Maybe it uses some different type of communications," said Kevin Jameson, the tactical officer.
"Writing on the hull? Doesn't seem very practical to me, son," said Gaines.
"That's not what I meant, sir. They may be using different frequencies or some principle that's altogether unknown to us. I'm sure that being able to write on their  outer hull can come in handy and it certainly speaks a lot for their technology, but I doubt it's really meant for ship-to-ship comms."
"Well, it was unexpected, I'll give them that."
"Would never have seen it coming," said Hendricks. "To write Send a radio? On a ship's outer hull? In English, to your enemy?"
"Well. If the Queens ask the United States for a radio, then the United States shall give them a radio. 'Cuz we're good like that. Ain't that so, Jameson?"
"Yes, sir," answered the lieutenant smugly.
 
"You know what to do?"
"Yep," said Aram.
They clasped their hands and gave each other encouraging smiles.
"Good. Go."
"Good luck to us both."
 
The crate manoeuvred until it was just over the starship's airlock. Its navigational computer got a lock on the black cylinder underneath and automatically started firing tiny bursts to maintain that position. The rectangular airlock at the back of the stubby transport vessel opened, and two figures in space suits emerged.
They had sleek, form-fitting dark blue suits, with American flags on the chests, shoulders and backpacks. On the front of their helmets, they had the Navy SEALS logo, with the words United States Sea, Air, Land, Space engraved underneath. Across their chests, they wore matte black weapons, tightly secured so as not to impede their movements.
They turned back towards their transport and gently pulled out a large suitcase, that was attached to their suits with long, flexible cables.
As soon as the suitcase had cleared the door, four more silhouettes floated out. They turned head over feet so their boots made contact with the black starship, and tiny white clouds burst out of various engine outlets on their suits, as their autonomous computers fought to keep them in one place. Careful to avoid getting in the way of each other's stabiliser jets, they formed a circle around the starship's open iris.
They paused for a few seconds, conferring on private comm links, then the two soldiers who were in charge of the suitcase stepped over the opening together, and gently let themselves in. As the connecting cables tensed and the mass of the suitcase stopped their movement, a small flurry of jets appeared on top of their support packs, compensating and dragging the baggage inside, as well. Immediately, the other four soldiers followed in pairs, grabbing their weapons and bringing them to aim, each pointed in a different direction.
 
"Are you in position?"
"I'm right outside the airlock," answered Aram.
"Good. Doi, shut the iris, bring the air and grav back."
A few seconds later, the girl's voice came through the walls of the spoke:
"Air's back in, it's safe to open the door."
"OK, let's do this," said.
 
They shot Aram.
As soon as the panels between Aram's spoke and the airlock swivelled, the Americans opened fire. Small, round flechettes made of razor-like glass whizzed through the air. The Dacian ducked and then tried to hug a wall in retreat, but two sharp blades quickly managed to find their target. One of them cut his right shoulder just under the articulation, and the other went clean through the muscle. They continued into the curved, opposite wall and broke into tiny shards. Cursing in pain, Aram threw himself around the wall towards the nearest room door, which Doina opened for him, and in a well-practiced jump he exchanged wall with floor.
This took all of three seconds.
 
Mark's panel doors opened too, allowing him to hear the strange sounds made by the flechette assault weapons. They were like nothing he'd heard before: muffled, quick bursts mixed with high-pitched, spine-tingling hisses. He saw three soldiers in space suits chasing Aram, firing as they ran. Of the remaining three, two were busy disconnecting themselves from a large, white suitcase. The other one noticed Mark's opening panels and was just bringing his weapon around.
The Englishman took off running. Shards of glass bounced from the wall in front of him as the soldiers fired and barely missed. He covered his face trying to protect himself, ducked and managed to reach the room door in a few large strides. It was also opened for him. He jumped inside and quickly regained his vertical, then picked up from the floor the only defensive weapons he had had time to make for himself: a light, but incredibly rigid rod, about as long as his arm, which ended in a sharp blade.
Then, he stepped to the middle of the room and looked up. Doina opened the ceiling iris for him.
 
Aram put his palm on the wall and touched the symbol that would shut the panels behind him. He needed a few seconds to catch his breath. Mark had warned him about modern weapons and how he had to get clear of their line of fire, but he had not expected such mechanical violence. In an absurd second, he considered how the Dacian Wars would've ended, had they been given even a handful of such weapons to defend themselves.
He knelt and retrieved his trusted knife from his ankle. He squeezed the leather handle and felt the familiar weight. His right shoulder was burning hotly. Aram had been cut before, once, by a Visigoth's curved blade. That one had been a long, straight gash across his belly that had taken months to heal and had hurt badly during the first weeks. This felt like that painted bastard had returned to stab him over and over again. He inspected the exit wound; it was bloody but seemed clean. If the flechette had sharded inside his shoulder, he'd have had a hell of a time removing each tiny shard, so he tried to consider himself lucky in spite of the searing pain.
He had to stick to the plan. The floor iris was already opened and awaited him; he touched the wall again to open the spoke panels for the Americans, and as the panels swivelled and the flash-bang grenades flew into the room, he, also, flew out of it through the floor-door, which quickly shut behind him.
 
The grenades did a curious arc as gravity changed direction. Mark knew that would happen, but he also knew that the soldiers would not notice; nobody looks after a flash-bang.
The iris of the room above closed tight, and he didn't hear the grenades go off below, but he heard Doina's voice in the walls.
"Wow," she said. "You were right. Those things are pretty scary."
"How's Aram doing?"
"He's hurt, but carrying on," she said.
"Can you clear the room of gas?"
"Already doing it."
 
"Does it hurt?" she asked him.
"Ow," he answered. "Did you clean the room?"
"And turned the lights off. Do you remember the sequence?"
"Hope so," he growled.
"Are you ready?"
"Ready and pissed off."
"I cum Deo," she wished him in Latin, as she opened the ceiling iris.
"Gratias," he answered as he threw himself up into the darkened room.
 
The first soldier peered through the panel and his helmet headlights instantly came on. He stepped through and almost immediately lost his balance and fell onto his side. The next soldier was through before the first had got back his bearings, and used as he was with zero-grav ops, he fell as well.
Mark was waiting. He grabbed the nearest gun barrel and pushed it away from him. Even as he felt the thuds of the flechettes exiting the barrel as the SEALS man instinctively squeezed the trigger, he also squeezed his eyes shut. Hot, burning light filled the room, disorientating the two soldiers, as Doina closed the access panels, isolating the third American.
He jumped into a ball, thinking: East.
 
As Doina changed the direction of the room gravity, Aram fell right on top of the three soldiers in his room. He saw red spots in front of his eyes; he hadn't been quick enough to shut his eyes when the girl turned the lights on at high intensity. But he could see the shapes of the three attackers as they fell on their backs, when the wall became floor. He fell with his feet forward, aiming for the chest of one of them. Next to him, another man had momentarily abandoned the grip on his gun, trying to regain his balance. Aram tried to stab him with one hand while grabbing his gun with the other.
 
West.
Still clutching the gun barrel in one hand and his own weapon in the other, Mark jumped again, as gravity reversed and they all fell across the room. The Americans were trying to hang on to something, anything, but there was nothing. As they fell, Mark pulled hard on the gun and the other lost his grip on it, but stayed tied to the soldier's chest with a black, flat cord. As they landed hard on the curved surface of the room's wall, the Brit swivelled his sharp stick and, in one well-aimed arc, cut the strange assault weapon loose. He could hear muffled yells from inside the attackers' helmets.
 
Zero, hard North, and light ten times.
This time, Aram remembered to close his eyes. He felt his stomach floating, as the hot white flashes coloured the inside of his eyelids red. If that doesn't confuse them, nothing will, he thought as gravity returned from utter zero to three times its usual value, throwing them very hard against the room's arched ceiling. He tried to orient himself so he'd land on his feet, but the man whose gun he'd been holding had a respectable mass. Not letting go of the gun, Aram hit the ceiling hard, on his butt, losing count of the light flashes. Was it six or seven? Risking seven, he opened his eyes after ten and looked around. One of the soldiers had let go of his gun to lower his protective dark visor, but his weapon fell to the side with a clunk, under the heavy gravity force, still connected to his suit by its black harness. Fighting to breathe in, Aram looked around for the third soldier. He was lying on his face, with his helmet visor smashed and his left arm in an abnormal position across the back of his head, and he wasn't moving. The Dacian brought up his knife, which felt heavy like a broadsword now, and tried again to stab his attacker.
 
Hard East, then South for one minute, remembered Mark.
He and the three SEALS soldiers were being thrown around the room like dice in a box, but only Mark knew where the next "down" would be. They fell sideways at a hard rate. The  soldier who still had his weapon was trying to fire in Mark's direction, but the Brit had calculated his fall so the disarmed man would be inbetween. Bending his knees hard as he landed, he curved into a ball and braced himself. The unarmed man fell on top of him head first, his shoulder deflected by Mark and hitting the bulkhead at three g. His clavicle broke like a twig, and he screamed inside his space suit. Breathing hard, Mark waited for "South".
 
Kickass time.
The unconscious American fell from the wall onto the room's regular floor as gravity turned "South" again, and stopped moving. Of the other two, the one with the darkened visor fell hardest, because now he couldn't see anything. The third one, whose gun Aram was still clutching, was fighting back. The Dacian's attempts to stab him had either not worked, or not worked well enough. There was no blood anywhere. So, instead, he tried to cut the belt connecting the weapon with the American's space suit, but the SEALS soldier managed to deflect the blade. He was blinking furiously inside his helmet, and his clenched teeth were red with blood. He and the Dacian were both kneeling in front of each other.
Aram's hurt right arm was beginning to act up, so he had to bring his left in to the rescue. He stood on one foot, propped the other into the American's chest, then used both hands to yank the gun away, still holding his knife between his fingers. About a metre of the connector unravelled, enough for Aram to have a little room to manoeuvre. With a swift, practiced move, he quickly replaced his knife in its spot by his ankle, bent his forward leg and propped the peculiar gun against the front his knee, then grabbed its extremities and pulled as hard as he could.
 
Mark was the first to the weapon whose cord he had cut, and he still had his sharpened club in his hand. His only opponent left breathing was now trying to get up, heaving himself from the floor with some difficulty and reaching for the gun, too. The Brit pointed the strange thing towards the other's mid-section and squeezed the trigger.
Nothing happened. The gun did not fire.
The other was already on one knee, and immediately saw his chance. Bringing up his own gun, he aimed it at Mark but, just as he squeezed the trigger, the lights went off.
Mark instantly threw himself to the side, hearing the bloodcurdling hiss of the flechettes as they stabbed the air where he had been. He crossed the two steps that separated them, just as the SEALS' helmet lights automatically came on; and so did the wall lights, an instance later. From Room One, Doina was trying her best to give him every edge she could, without allowing the attackers to profit.
The soldier tried to change his aim, but Mark was already bringing his own weapon down on his wrist. Its blunt end hit the American's hand hard, and he all but dropped the gun. Mark brought the club down again, this time on the gun itself, and the dazed man, wincing in pain, had no choice but to let it go. Its connecting cord unravelled and was just about to reel itself back in, bringing the loose gun back to the front of the space suit, but Mark stepped on it and, with a third gesture, this time using the sharp end forward, cut it off.
And then, the SEALS gripped the front of his shirt with his good hand, and head-butted him hard in the face, with his transparent helmet.
 
Aram was anything but a weak man. He put all his force into it, even though his right hand wasn't as effective as he needed it to be anymore. He yanked hard, with maximum violence, gritting his teeth, and the metal-polymer weapon bent. It didn't break, but it deformed enough that he was willing to risk it. The horrified look on the soldier's face confirmed it. Triumphant, the Dacian was just about to throw himself at the other's neck, when a voice screamed:
"Hands up, you fuck! Don't move! Hands up, now, now, NOW!"
The second SEALS soldier, his helmet off, was aiming right at his chest. The hurt guy's gun, Aram realised. He slowly raised his hands and voicelessly mouthed: Adiuvare me.
What happened in the next second was incredible.
First, the lights went out. Then, a burst of five sharp flechettes departed the SEALS' gun barrel towards Aram. And then, five sickening thuds were distinctly heard as each glass blade embedded itself into soft tissue.
 
Mark was seeing stars. His nose was bleeding massively and his eyes were crossed. He tried to bring his hands in front of him, but they just couldn't seem to find his face. He couldn't remember the last time he'd been hit so hard. He almost fell to his knees. He dropped his stick, which promptly turned back into gel and disappeared.
The SEALS man quickly grabbed his gun on the floor, but found that he couldn't lift it. He looked at the strange, grey gel that enveloped his assault weapon. The stuff seemed soft, but unbreakable. Puzzled, he looked around.
His friend was lying in a heap on the other side of the room. Grey tendrils were stretched across his chest and his weapon. He turned to his opponent, who was dressed in casual, civilian clothes, and looking like he was trying hard not to fall down, blood dripping from his nose and mouth.
He risked and took off his helmet, then took a careful breath. The atmosphere seemed safe. He got up and spoke:
"Who the fuck are you?!"
Mark was trying to fill his lungs with air, but his brain wasn't working quite right. His head was beginning to clear, but in his dizziness, he thought he saw something.
He saw a nine-year-old girl with red hair and teary, hazel eyes, crying his name and reaching towards him with her small hands.
And so, he threw himself at the Special Forces soldier.
 
The lights returned in the next second. A grey pillar of soft gel had grown in front of Aram, all the way up to his chest, as he was standing with his hands still up. The five flechettes were lodged in the substance, frozen still.
The SEALS soldier looked at his gun, then at Aram. The Dacian lowered his hands and went around the pillar.
The other fired again.
Before his finger even applied pressure on the trigger, with unbelievable speed, grey tendrils emerged from the floor and curled around the gun barrel, drawing it away and down. The soldier tried to hold on to it, but couldn't; eventually he had to let it go. His gun harness quickly extended to its maximum length, forcing the man to bend, almost pulling him face down. In a quick reflex, he hit the release catch on his suit and the harness disconnected.
The other SEALS -- the one whose weapon Aram had bent -- turned around. Their wounded team-mate was lying on the floor, tied down with thin, grey ropes.
Both soldiers threw themselves at Aram.
 
The minute had elapsed and there was a brief flash of brighter light to remind Mark of what came next. He ducked under the SEALS' massive cross punch, barely missing the gloved fist that, judging by the force the American had put behind it, would've been enough to bring down a horse.
Then, he forgot how the sequence continued.
As it turned out, next up was North.
He tumbled on his back as up became down, barely having time to turn in mid-air. The other was caught by surprise, but by then he had begun to understand the rules of the game, so he curled into a ball and hoped his Special Forces space suit would do its job. He landed on his side, hands wrapped around his unprotected head and tried to roll away.
Still, Mark was quicker. He got up in an instant and aimed a precise foot at the American's ribs, just as the latter was trying to get out of range. But the SEALS grabbed his boot and twisted it. Mark would've fallen on his back if not for the next gravity change.
 
Hard West.
All three of them tumbled to one side in a big, indiscriminate heap. Aram was caught in the middle, the guy with no helmet under him, and the other one above. In the three-times-grav, he felt as if he'd fallen under a  horse. His right arm was burning hotly between shoulder and elbow, and all air was forced out of him.
But the SEALS underneath had it worse.
With almost half a ton of force instantly pressing down on him, and the suit's countermeasures turned off by the absence of his helmet, he didn't have a chance. He cracked four ribs; he would've screamed in pain, if he only had some air left in his lungs. He dug deep in his training, trying to fight, but consciousness abandoned him like smoke from a dying fire.
 
Red drops of blood floated in front of Mark's eyes, as he fell on his side. He yanked his foot free, and the SEALS soldier had to let it go, or he'd've hit his head on the wall. Although still dizzy, Mark managed an acceptable landing under the three g.  The other fell on all fours, barely keeping from smashing his face on the bulkhead.
"Fuck," he muttered, as he fought to stand up and face Mark.
This time, the Brit didn't miss. Putting all his strength into one mighty uppercut, with a right arm that weighed three times heavier, he hit the soldier under the chin, just in time for the next grav change in the sequence.
 
Zero.
The sudden change was odious. Their internal organs went from being smashed into each other, to floating freely inside their bodies. Aram nearly puked. He had almost no use of his right arm anymore. But the body on top of him was suddenly weightless, too. He pushed upwards with his knees and good hand, then elbowed the soldier, who was just reaching for his neck.
He pushed as hard as he could, but then had to use his left hand to fight the mounting squeeze around his neck.
They were floating in the middle of the room. Aram kicked with his legs and managed to come facing the room's ceiling, as the grav changed direction one more time.
 
South.
The SEALS man hit the bulkhead hard, with all his mass, but his suit softened the impact. Instinctively rather than deliberately, his head feeling like mush and with a  metallic taste of blood after the powerful under-chin punch he'd just received, he turned towards Mark and tried to launch himself towards the Brit. Mark jumped sideways, just as the gravity was restored its usual direction, and watched the soldier fall hard once more.
He had a half second to prepare, and he launched a brutal lateral kick, connecting with the other's kidney in mid-flight, just before he landed.
"Fuck," the soldier grunted again, blinking and wincing in agony as he lay on the floor.
Grey tendrils quickly emerged and restrained him.
Mark leaned over him, breathing hard. Blood fell from his face onto the SEALS' space suit. He looked the American in the eyes, waited for a few seconds, and then spoke, for the first time since the fight had begun:
"Six SEALs? To deliver a radio? Really?"
The other stared at him and said nothing.
"Of course," Mark said, propping himself on one knee, breathing hard. "Fine. Name and rank, if you please."
"Porter, Daniel, Chief Petty Officer," said the SEALS man, also breathing heavily through clenched teeth.
"Well, why don't you wait here, Porter," Mark said as he got up.
 
Again, the Yank had no option but to let go. He was falling on his back, with Aram in his lap. He tried to free both hands to cushion his fall, but the Dacian was holding his right hand with his own left. He exhaled quickly and braced for the hard impact.
One fraction of a second before it, Aram kicked back with his head into the other's helmet; then quickly bent at the waist, trying to send all his weight into the other's abdomen.
But the soldier hadn't become a SEALS by losing fights. Exhausted as he was after Doina's constant and unpredictable gravity shifts, separated from the rest of his team save for two other teammates who were now badly hurt and tied to the bulkhead, bruised and disarmed, he still had some fight left in him. Having kept his helmet on, his suit assisted with the impact a little, and he pushed Aram off as soon as he could.
They stood facing each other, measuring each other up. The American kept a light stance, expecting another gravity shift at any moment. Aram's right arm was hanging limply, as he pulled his knife again, with his left hand. He knew that there would be no more grav shifts; this was all they had planned.
They circled each other, avoiding the useless guns on the floor, the grey pillar with flechettes in it and the SEALS man with the smashed visor. The soldier with the cracked ribs was stuck on the far side of the wall, right where he had fallen when that wall had been "down," hanging unconscious in his alien grey harness.
The American looked around for anything that might be used as a weapon, but couldn't find anything useful.
"Can you hear me in that thing?" Aram asked.
The soldier didn't blink.
"Fine," said the Dacian. "I just wanted..."
Then, in a swift underhand motion, he threw his knife.
 
Turning to block the other's view, Mark faced the wall, touched it and turned off the lights, then opened the ceiling iris. Then, counting steps from memory, he moved to the centre of the room, where a small tingling on his skin confirmed the low-g well was ready and waiting. He threw himself upwards.
Alone in the room above, he stepped to the wall and called Doina.
"Hey," he said.
"Oh, God," said the girl. "Are you hurt badly?"
"I'll be fine."
"I'm sorry... I didn't figure out how to tie them down quick enough."
"You did great, Doi. You saved my life. How's Aram doing?"
"He's... They're still fighting."
"What room? I'll go help."
"Eighteen," she said.
"OK, I'm on my way. How about the last soldier? The one that you left in the spoke?"
"He's still outside your room," answered the girl. "I think he's trying to talk to somebody, but no-one answers."
That stopped Mark for a second.
"So our ship is blocking radio signals?"
"I'm not doing anything on purpose," she said. "I'm not even sure what radio is, really."
Well, well. That might come in handy.
"OK, here's what we'll do," said Mark, already moving. "I'm going to eighteen to help Aram, then we're gonna have to do something about the bloke outside my door. Can you bounce him around a bit when I tell you?"
There was silence for a second.
"Yeah," she said eventually. "But I really don't like it. Can't I just glue him down like I did with the others?"
"Even better," Mark smiled.
 
The knife flew like lightning and hit its target with great precision, piercing the suit just next to the articulation of the right shoulder pad, where its softness allowed for freedom of movement. It carried on through the soldier's skin, cutting through muscle, and scratched the humerus. The pain, Aram knew, would come in a few seconds and would be severe.
The soldier couldn't see his shoulder very well because the helmet made for a bad angle, but he heard the suit alarms and saw the HUD light up in bright red. The suit responded by trying its best to seal itself off -- it was, after all, created for outer space -- and, detecting blood, it immediately cooled down the region and applied pressure to the wound. But the SEALS man didn't need his heads-up display to tell him what had happened. Hot, debilitating pain exploded in his right shoulder. His blood pressure spiked and his vision blurred as everything turned red. Biotelemetry sensors detected the body crisis and a flash message popped onto the visor, asking for permission to induce chemical pain relief. The message timed out after a few  seconds and the suit automatically prepared and released a strong dose of analgesics into the blood of its occupant.
But before that happened, Aram attacked.
He feigned right but moved left, and in one step he was within arm's length of the other. He bent as he hit the soldier in his hurting right side, placing his left leg behind both the other's legs while holding tight to his space suit. Then, using his own inertia, he pulled him backwards. His own knife, protruding out of the other's shoulder, was right in front of his nose.
The soldier fell like a sack of spuds.
Aram quickly got up his knees and was reaching for the handle of his knife, but the other caught his hand and twisted it. Aram would normally have responded with a straight right punch, but his own right arm was in no kind of shape for that.
The pain relief cocktail reached the SEALS man's nervous system and molecularly bound itself to the opioid receptors, inhibiting their perception of pain and inducing a sudden euphoria within him. With renewed strength, he increased his grip on the Dacian's wrist, as he tried to sit up.
Aram stood up, dragging the soldier with him, then gave him a savage kick to his right side. The other winced but refused to let go, instead getting on his feet and preparing his own kick. The Dacian saw it coming and blocked it.
With badly injured right arms, their left connected, they circled each other.
The American tried to combine arm twists with leg techniques, but Aram was always ready. In turn, he tried to release his hurting wrist by yanking it every which way, always paying attention to what his opponent was doing.
He was just going for the other's knees, when he noticed the soldier's eyes grow wide as he was looking over Aram's shoulder. I see some tricks haven't changed in the past thousand years, thought the Dacian, but then he, too, saw a reflection in the other's visor. Right behind him, distorted by the helmet's spherical shape, the ceiling iris was opening.
The SEALS soldier thought he was hallucinating because of the painkillers. In front of his eyes, beyond the blond bastard who had knifed his shoulder, a round opening grew in the room's domed ceiling. A man, dressed in civilian shoes, with very old-style pants and shirt, short hair and a bloody nose, descended slowly through it. His senses and the suits sensors told him the room was at one g, but the newcomer was falling slowly, almost as in zero gravity.
The momentary distraction was enough for Aram, who threw a vicious kick into his knees. The Yank's suit was enforced around the menisci, and he was already pumped full of drugs, so he didn't really feel it. That really annoyed Aram.
The newcomer stepped easily on the floor and watched them curiously, from a few steps.
"Need a hand?" he asked calmly, with an obvious English accent.
"I'm good," answered the blond man, in a strangled voice.
The sudden change of odds worried the soldier. Just as he was trying to decide what to do, the newcomer addressed him:
"Hey, soldier. Look at your feet."
He didn't, of course. But the blond man did, and smiled, relaxing visibly. The SEALS instantly tried to kick him, but found that he couldn't move his legs. The discovery threw him out of balance, and he nearly fell on his butt, holding onto his opponent's arm, for the first time, as support.
Then, he did look down.
His feet were glued to the floor with some alien, grey gel.
Rethinking his strategy, he let go of the blond man's arm, and in the same movement tried to punch him in the face. Aram moved his head out of the way in time, so that the punch met with nothing but air. His left arm now free, in a quick, swift move, he yanked the knife out of the American's wound and made it do a complicated dance on the tip of his fingers.
The pain attacked again, as severed nerves sent panic impulses and opened blood vessels emptied themselves freely into the soldier's wound. The suit's automatic local wound compression helped with the blood loss, but added to the pain. He gritted his teeth and tried to bear it, but tears appeared at the corners of his eyes.
Aram was watching him, cooly.
"Hurts, right?"
He said nothing.
"Well, now you know how I feel, you modern fuck."
Modern? What's that supposed to mean? thought the SEALS soldier.
The newcomer put his hand gently on the blond man's shoulder.
"How's the pain?"
The blond man grimaced.
"I could do without it," he answered, then faced Mark for the first time. Noticing his bloody nose, he recoiled a little and said:
"I see you've had your fair share."
Mark tried to smile, and looked around the room. Two bodies on their backs, tied to the bulkhead, and a strange gel pillar with glass flechettes stuck in it, made for an odd situation assessment.
"I only had two," he remarked. "The third one is still outside my room, but he'll no longer be a threat."
"Yeah, like hell he won't," spoke the soldier through his helmet speaker.
The two civilians looked at him. The soldier pointed at his helmet.
"We've radioed for backup," he said. "You're fucked now. You're dead, you just don't know it yet. Give up now, and we might just let you live."
The two men didn't say a word.
"You may even make it home at the next prisoner exchange," added the SEALS man.
Mark sighed and said, quietly:
"Name and rank, if you please."
"Travis, Thomas, Chief Petty Officer, United States Navy, Space Special Warfare division, Sea, Air, Land and Space," recited the other, placing careful stress on each individual word.
Aram showed mock disbelief.
"Fuck me," he said. "That's one long name. Your mum must've been really confused."
"Who's in charge of your assault team?" asked Mark.
Travis turned and pointed to the soldier with the smashed helmet and the broken arm.
"He was."
"OK, Travis. Here's the deal, as you say in America. Your radios aren't working, so you didn't radio for help. Porter and the rest of your squad aren't coming, or I wouldn't be here. You tried to take over our ship, and failed. In my book, that makes you the losers."
Travis didn't say anything.
"You attacked us without any reason or provocation. You didn't even wait to talk to us. Can you explain?"
"You destroyed two Wings."
Wings? Is that what they're called? thought Mark. Then, loudly:
"You were pounding us to hell, son."
"You didn't answer our hails."
"So you thought to shoot first?"
"What the fuck do you want? We're at war."
Aram looked at Mark, raising his eyebrows. Mark didn't acknowledge.
"You wanna take that thing off? I don't know how much air you have left, but it can't be much. Your fight's over. Behave, and it stays over."
Travis looked uncertain.
"Am I to consider myself a prisoner of war?" he asked.
Mark pursed his lips, thoughtfully.
"To be honest with you, Travis, I sincerely doubt it's us you're at war with. Consider yourself our prisoner for now, if that counts. As for war -- we'll have to have a bit of a chat about that."
The SEALS man pondered. As a prisoner, he'd be entitled to medical care, and his arm hurt like hell. Probably just as much as this guy's, though, he thought for a moment, looking at Aram's weird, bloody shirt. His lifepack's reserves were indeed running low. In the end, he decided for it; touching the appropriate switches, he unpressurised the suit and released his helmet catches, then took it off altogether.
The two men carefully kept their distance, and glued to the floor as he was, there was nothing he could do anyway.
He looked from one to the other.
"What now?" he asked.
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"You had a knife? All this time, you had a knife?" Mark asked Aram.
They were heading towards One, hurting and tired.
"Yeah, why?" asked Aram, holding his right arm with his left.
"You didn't think it might've been worth mentioning?"
"Was there any point since we've met when my knife needed talking about?"
"That's not the issue."
"Then what is the issue? It's just a knife. Everybody has a knife. Everybody I used to know, at least."
They arrived in One still talking about it. The room was dark, and Doina was gently floating in front of a wall, surrounded by graphs and symbols of various forms and shapes, that only made sense to her. As they entered, she increased the room gravity to normal and landed softly, then stepped forward to meet them.
"Oh, God," she said, seeing Aram's arm and Mark's face. "Oh my God. Does that... do those hurt badly?" she asked both at once.
"I'm fine," said Mark.
"We're fine," said Aram. "Thank you for saving my life, Doi. I won't forget it."
"He's not fine," said Mark. "He's been shot, twice. Doi, we should've talked about this sooner, but how are we for medicines?"
"Anything left in the wound?" she asked the Dacian.
"No, I think it's clean," he answered.
The girl shrugged. "Back home I would've tied it tight, but not too tight, with some mashed marigold leaves inside," she said. "I don't have any marigold," she added, seriously, as if she might have been expected to.
"Nine hundred years later and you're still using marigold?" winced Aram.
"What are we going to tie it with?" asked Mark.
"Wait," said Doina and disappeared through the ceiling iris. She returned a few moments later with a strip of flax fibre, torn off her old dress.
"Erm," said Mark, looking at it. "I think they did discover something later on."
They looked at him.
"Germs," he said. "We need that thing disinfected before we use it on an open wound."
Doina looked at the strip of cloth in her hands as if she was seeing it for the first time.
"Boiling water will do, I think," he said.
They boiled the strip of flax fibre with help from the ADM, who obligingly produced a bowl of water heated at a temperature suitable for phase transition into vapour.  Then, Mark remembered about inflammation and asked for another bowl of water that was near freezing temperature, and they cooled the bandage as well as they could.
Aram took his shirt off and they cleaned and wrapped his wound in the cold compress. The entry wound didn't look too bad, but the exit on the front side was ugly, with flaps of skin hanging off. It was like recreating a puzzle and it took them a while.
Doina brought another strip of cloth and tied it around Aram's neck, to support his arm across his chest. They were almost done when she exclaimed, again:
"Oh, God."
"What?" asked Mark.
"What about the soldiers? I don't have enough cloth for them all."
Mark and Aram looked at each other.
"Fuck the sol..." started the Dacian.
"Right," interrupted Mark, "the soldiers. Let's try to find out what's this soup we just fell into, and when it is. Doi, let's talk to the one who broke my face, please."
The girl shrugged, as if to say I know they hurt you, but they're people, too and went back to her command post. The Englishman had a sudden idea.
"Any chance of visuals?" he asked. The girl turned to face him, not understanding.
"I mean, can we also see him?"
She thought for a few seconds, then started going through her library of symbols.
"I think... OK, yes," she said, finally picking one.
A small three-dimensional replica of the room where Mark had been fighting the two SEALS appeared floating in front of them.
The unconscious soldier, just a few centimetres tall, and the two guns lay stuck to the floor. Glued, Porter had resorted to sitting on the floor, although he had to lie almost on his back because of his immobile soles.
"Porter," said Mark.
The soldier was visibly startled, but he tried his best to conceal his reaction.
"What?" he said, trying to get back to his feet.
"Your radios aren't working, and we have the rest of your team. Your CO's knocked out, and I just spoke to Travis. Sorry about those two Wings, but you left us no choice."
A look of surprise washed over the soldier's face. Doina gestured and the holographic image zoomed in, until Porter's body was almost a metre tall.
"How many people in the Kennedy?" asked Mark, fully aware that he would be given no answer.
The soldier gave him none.
"How many Wings have you got left?"
Still nothing.
"How much ammo are you carrying on the Kennedy?"
"My name is Daniel Porter, my rank is Chief Petty Officer, my serial number is eight eight zero one one five zero zero," said the other, finally.
"Is that all you're gonna tell me?"
Silence.
"OK, let's start with something easy," said Mark as he gave Doina and Aram a  here comes nothing look. "What's today's date?"
But the soldier resolutely said nothing. Mark signalled with his finger in front of his lips and Doina cut off their side of the audio.
"Well, it was worth a try," said Aram. "Want me to go and ask nicely?"
The girl threw him horrified look.
Mark didn't answer. He was intently studying the American's face. He went around the holographic image, frowning.
"Something's not right," he said.
"Why?" asked Aram.
"He's not scared at all. I mean, I know he's got Special Forces training, but look at him. We just kicked the hell out of their ships and their assault team, and the man's smug."
Aram came closer and looked, too. He raised his eyebrows and scratched his chin.
"You're closer to them than we are," he said. "If you think he's hiding something, I believe you."
"But what could it be?" asked Doina.
Mark looked in Porter's eyes for a few long seconds.
"I wanna ask him something," he said. Then, as the audio link was re-established, he addressed the soldier:
"What's the thing you left in our airlock? It's not a radio, is it?"
Porter smiled, and said, precisely enunciating each word:
"No. It's a bomb."
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It was his first time in a space suit.
Well, it was his first time in space, actually.
Outside of a spaceship, that was.
Obviously the spaceship had been a first, too.
Actually, it was pretty hard to think of something that was in any way familiar. Maybe the pain in the right shoulder. Yeah, he remembered pain. That, he remembered only too well.
Aram floated in what the Americans had called a "numb suit” — a space suit with nothing but life support turned on — towed on a strap secured to his chest. The Moon hung huge in front of him, much bigger than he'd ever thought it might be when, as a kid, he was staring at it from the green hills of now ancient Apulum.
The image of the greyish moon was still very much alive in his memory, only a couple of weeks old, and now here he was, floating right in front of it, this bleak, pockmarked, great, round... thing, surrounded by... spaceships, one of which was what he kinda took to calling... home. And there'd been people called Americans shooting at him, and himself hurling great objects back at them. And fighting for Doi, both the ship and the girl, and being shot with a strange weapon that threw sharp pieces of glass. Damn it, he hadn't even seen glass before, only heard about it being made in Treverorum, on the banks of the Mosella river in Germania.
Certainly, Aram was a man who took everything in stride, coolly finding his balance in any situation, even if it suddenly brought him a couple of thousand of years into the future, hanging just above the Moon in a suit that felt like he was a mouse being eaten by a snake.
As soon as it had sealed, back in Doi's spoke, he'd felt it tighten all around himself and, soon after, there was a prick into his skin, and his shoulder pain was replaced by a weird feeling of elation. The soldiers had told him that the suit would take care of him, as he and Mark would be transported to their cruiser.
They had argued about it, in One. They had asked the ADM about the possibility to survive an explosion in the airlock. Well, Mark had, mostly. Aram didn't really know what a bomb was. He still couldn't quite understand how something so small could make such great damage, but compared to the other things he had witnessed in the past few weeks, it seemed oddly acceptable. Mark had certainly been livid about it. There was something odd about the modern Englishman, who kept coming up with interesting strategies as if that hadn't been his first trip into space.
Of course, Aram had no way of checking if anything Mark said was true, but he had somehow developed a guarded sense of trust in the man. Despite his suspicion that the Brit was hiding something, he never seemed to be telling an outright lie, and he was certainly genuine in his concern for Doina.
He carefully swivelled his head inside the bulky helmet and tried to look back. There was a soldier following him, and then Mark floating after the soldier, and another soldier ending the line.
Yes, they had argued about it. They had certainly won the fight with the American soldiers right there in the ship, but a contained on-board explosion (Mark had called it so, having expertly named it without hesitation, Aram noticed) would have crippled the starship and killed them all. Yes, it would have killed the soldiers, too. No, Mark didn't think that might intimidate them. Yes, the bomb could be set off from a distance, but no, it didn't need to -- it had what Mark had called (again, very expertly) a dead man's switch, meaning it would go off by itself unless it was told not too, after some fixed time.
The soldier named Travis had told them that the bomb would definitely go off if they didn't agree to come with them to the Kennedy. There was no easy way to confirm that; no easy way to disprove it, either. Aram had suggested that it might have been a bluff, and Mark had agreed, but the risk was just too great. 
Ostensibly, they had been "invited" for negotiations, but the Englishman had been openly sceptical about it. Still, they didn't see any way out of it. They could probably have run away, but, also probably, that would have set the bomb off right away. Doina suggested that maybe they could throw it out of the airlock, but Mark said the bomb would've likely been rigged to prevent that.
So, in the end, there just wasn't any choice. They allowed Travis and Porter to carry their wounded to the airlock, helped by the third soldier, whom Doina had released; a few minutes later, the Americans returned with extra space suits.
This won't end well, Aram thought.
They entered the crescent-shaped ship through its own sliding airlock doors, and waited for pressure to recover. Aram now understood about air pressure, though it had never occurred to him before that the atmosphere even existed. Air was just something he took for granted. Unless someone was trying to choke him.
He had come to understand a whole lot of things in the past few weeks.
And so, as the inner lock opened, he stepped into the second spaceship of his life.
In terms of size, the inside of the vessel mostly matched its outside. There was one single room, with a large semicircular transparent wall, behind which were seated two people. One of them was watching some displays intently, and the other was turned, curiously watching the newcomers.
Along the walls were benches, each with its own pair of thick supports and handles. The wounded soldiers were already strapped in place. The two people behind the window had a different harness, but were wearing the same type of space suit. Their lips were moving, though Aram couldn't hear a thing. The communication systems in his and Mark's suit had been disabled.
He fell a pat on the shoulder, turned and saw Travis pointing and pushing him towards the bench on the left side. Mark had been similarly instructed to take a seat on the opposite side. The ship was barely tall enough to allow a man to stand, but it was quite wide.
He peered at the unfamiliar dashboard in front of the two men. They had to be the ones driving the ship (flying, he corrected himself). It was nothing like Doi, where command symbols appeared on walls, or simply floated in the air when Doina wanted. This vessel had a number of curved displays, each showing complicated graphs and numbers.
Aram couldn't read very well. Mark had given him a basic course of the English writing system, which he found somewhat complicated. Unfortunately, the words he could see made no sense to him.
The ship was constantly moving in small, lurking movements, trying to keep still above Doi. But then, the other man at the controls touched the displays in a few places, and the movements stopped.
The pilot had a small replica of the ship itself in front of him. He gently grabbed it with both hands and pulled it up ever so little.
The vessel itself jumped upwards, accelerating gently. Then the pilot let go of the small replica, which went back down again, and the acceleration stopped. Then, he pushed the control replica forward, and instantly, the actual ship accelerated forward. Carefully monitoring navigational aids on his screens, he kept nudging his model ship this way and that, each motion of the small ship generating a similar motion to the big one. As long as he nudged the model to any given side, the ship accelerated in that direction; when he let it go, they simply carried on by virtue of inertia.
Aram was completely fascinated by that. After a while, he thought he had grasped the piloting principle enough to foresee, in his head, what the next manoeuvre might be. He nearly forgot what they were doing there and where they were going, until the huge cylinder of the USS Kennedy suddenly appeared from topside.
The experienced pilot already had the transport ship in an attitude perpendicular to the cruiser's long axis, and they were slowly heading towards an obvious dent. Aram assumed that the ship itself had come out of that dent, and back into it it would go. And so it was -- very slowly, constantly braking their forward movement by nudging his model ship backwards, the pilot approached the cruiser's spine.
Then, he twisted his command model and the ship turned facing backwards. It would have to park like that, the Dacian realised, because the spine of the cruiser had to go inbetween their crescent's two points. Guided only by the numbers on the screens, he allowed their movement to continue, as they retook their place in the structure of the cylinder.
The docking was soft, quiet and anticlimactic. Aram could still feel movement, but he realised that, by now, they were moving together with the huge ship. The soldiers were talking, he saw; then, they lifted their seat restraints and stood up, with practiced care.
Two of them came to him and undid his seat straps, and he stood up carefully. There was no gravity, so he gently pushed himself towards the back of the ship and the airlock.
They opened both sides of the airlock into the pressurised spine of the great cruiser. Armed soldiers were already waiting. Mark came up next to him, his eyes  quietly dancing every which way, constantly assessing, constantly measuring, as if he was looking for an opportunity.
They were both pushed into the corridor, and thus Aram stepped into the third spaceship of his life.
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They were separated as soon as they entered the cruiser. The soldiers guarding Mark went right, and Aram was taken left. He tried to look back, but it was difficult, as he had to float from wall strap to wall strap, two soldiers in front and two in the back. All four were armed and meant business, so Aram just went along, literally and figuratively.
He passed three doors -- they were all on his left, as the ship's spine was not median -- and was unceremoniously directed through the fourth. The two soldiers who formed the rear guard went inside with him into a compartment that lead into another compartment. It was a similar container to the transport ship, except it was structurally fixed into the cruiser and split into two halves.
There was nothing to sit on, but in almost zero gravity, Aram didn't need to. The room was empty except for the wall straps, which were identical to the ones that people used in the long corridor to move from place to place.
They weren't simple straps; they could be attached to one's suit by means of a strange mechanism that the Dacian had never seen before. Part of the strap was rough and made of what seemed like very many tiny hooks; when it touched parts of the space suit, the two sides clung to each other so tightly that they could only be separated by  forceful peeling.
"Strap yourself and stay put," said one soldier.
"You want me to tie myself?" asked Aram.
The Americans looked at each other, smirking.
"It's for your own good, pal," said the other. "Unless you wanna pick your brains from the walls when the captain orders a high-g move."
"Ah," remarked Aram.
"Just brace yourself if the light turns red. The suit will help. They're just like the ones you Queens use, only better," said the man with a sarcastic grin.
They left moving tactically, guns out and covering each other even after Aram had strapped himself to the wall, leaving him to wonder what was next.
He didn't have to wait long. After about fifteen minutes, he heard the outer door open, then the inner door, and the soldiers reappeared. One of them peeked in, then entered, gun aimed. Another followed, taking a stance in the opposite corner, as far as possible from his mate.
Then, a third man entered. He was unarmed, and took off his helmet as soon as he entered. He wasn't yet old, had short hair, blue eyes, a thin moustache and a square jaw. He frowned slightly at Aram as he stopped in the middle of the room.
"You can take your helmet off, but keep the straps on," he said, casually.
Aram didn't move.
"I know you can speak English. Take it off, it's safe. Or I wouldn't have mine off. No high-g while I'm off the deck," he said again.
Aram still didn't move. The other rolled his eyes.
"Fine, keep it on. Suit's using ambient air as long as there's any, in case you're thinking about that."
Aram wasn't thinking about that. He simply didn't know how to undo his helmet catches, and he wasn't about to give that away.
"What's your name?"
"What's yours?"
"Steven Gaines, Commander, United States Air Force."
The Dacian pursed his lips, as if considering the information and pondering his  own answer, for a second or two.
"Call me Aram," he said, as if allowing the other a great concession, but mainly because he had to say something.
Gaines raised his eyebrows.
"Not that I expected military courtesy from you Queens, but you do know you're allowed and expected to give me your full name, rank and serial number, right?"
Aram ignored him.
"What do you want and how's my friend?" he asked, instead.
The commander's face turned pink, but he answered calmly:
"I'll be asking the questions, mister Aram, if that's your real name. And what I want are answers to those questions, answers which I'm going to check against the ones your friend gave me."
He took a step closer to Aram, and the soldiers readjusted their aims.
"How many other crew members are on that abomination you call Doi?" he asked, curtly.
The Dacian said nothing, because he didn't want to.
"How did you come up with so much platinum?"
The Dacian still said nothing, because he had no idea what platinum was.
Gaines narrowed his eyes and spoke softly:
"Allow me to explain my position, mister Aram. I'm calling you 'mister', you see, because I don't really believe you're military. That ship must've been far too big a secret for your army idiots to handle. I'm betting you're CDP. A fucking spy, is what you are. I could legally jettison you and I'd probably get a medal for it."
The Dacian still said nothing, because he had no idea what the other was talking about.
"I could blow up your ship and get back to the mines," Gaines continued. "In fact, your ship will blow itself up if I don't tell it not to. And you damn well deserve it, for killing my ships and my people." He paused for effect.
"But then, again, I could choose not to."
He raised his chin and his tone a little.
"Let it never be said that an American officer is not showing due respect to his enemy," he said. "Even if you won't even extend me the courtesy of your full name and rank, which I can maybe understand, seeing as you're not military, I am willing to extend you the courtesy of letting you live until we tow you and your ship to United States Earth space...," and he made another pause, then continued: "...if you cooperate now and answer my questions."
"And let me tell you that it's in your best interest to do so," he added. "You're much better off talking to me than to the ONI. You don't wanna get messed up by those people. But I'm guessing you know all about the ONI already, don't you?"
He gave a quick, lopsided grin.
"It's a limited time offer," he said. "Just like that little toy we left in your airlock. I'm giving you a couple of minutes to consider, then I'll be back."
He turned to leave and took a step towards the door, then stopped and turned back.
"Oh, I almost forgot. Of course, I don't actually require you to tell me who you are. I already have a sample of your DNA. Soon as the query comes back from Washington, I'll know anyway."
Then he turned and left.
 
Lieutenant Jameson, the ship's tactical officer, was waiting on the corridor, hanging upside down relative to the cell's floor, and holding a tablet.
As Gaines appeared, he adjusted his position for better eye-to-eye contact with his superior. Navy protocols required all hands to wear helmets at all times, so that their suits could react to environment changes, but if the captain wasn't wearing his, it was a safe bet that no such order would be given, so nearby officers would only wear them when the skipper had his on. Kevin Jameson's helmet was floating to one side, secured to his suit with a strap.
"Anything?" the tactical officer asked.
Gaines made a face and shook his head.
"Even less than the other one. What's Karl doing?"
"The Monnet has cleared lunar space, sir. They're crawling back to Yǒngqì, with whatever Pinions they have left."
"Fuck 'em. They're half dead anyway. Tell me about the DNA samples. What've you got?"
"I have three very interesting answers from Washington, sir."
"Three? What?"
Jameson handed him the tablet, and kept talking.
"Impossible item one, the DNA sample from this guy here doesn't match anybody."
"That's not impossible. Our Eurasian databases are from before the war."
"Yes, sir. But he's not two years old."
"They're Eurasian databases, el-tee. You can't expect them to be that good. Especially if this guy's a spook."
"Other spooks were in it, sir."
"So, what are you telling me?"
The lieutenant shrugged.
"I'm not telling you anything, except that Washington came back with the first negative DNA check I've ever seen."
Gaines thought for a moment. It wasn't inconceivable that the Eurasians' DNA database wasn't comprehensive, but coupled with the whole situation, he was also tempted to lean towards foul play.
Jameson went on:
"Impossible item two, the DNA sample from the other guy matches two people."
The commander ignored the tablet and looked at him, surprised.
"So one guy doesn't exist, and the other has a perfect clone?"
"I don't think he has a clone, sir. Because, it gets worse." And Jameson pointed at the relevant section of the report on the tablet. Gaines read:
"Mark Greene and Mark Gardener? Same DNA, similar names, but different people?"
"Yeah, Greene and Gardener, very funny. Look at their dates of birth, sir."
Gaines looked, and cursed in confusion:
"Nineteen seventy-motherfucking-five?!"
"That guy, sir, is either deader than the Dead Sea, or there's been a mistake."
Gaines chewed on his moustache.
"Too many mistakes, too many coincidences. We've got two people in the weirdest spaceship anyone's ever seen; one of them's the ghost of two different people, and the other doesn't even exist?"
"Well, as you know, sir, DNA records aren't accurate for more than about two hundred years into the past. The early twenty-first century certainly didn't really have a database for the general population, either in the US or in Europe."
"So?"
"So, if we accept one result, it might explain the other."
"Go on."
"What I mean, sir, is that if we accept that the Gardener slash Greene guy was born over three hundred years ago, they could be contemporaries; then, accepting that this one guy isn't in the database works out, because, after all, most people weren't back then."
"And how come Greene, or Gardener or whoever the hell he is, is in there?"
Jameson grinned.
"Because he's military, sir. DNA registration was compulsory for soldiers, even then."
Gaines smiled and returned his attention to the electronic file, but his smile turned into a frown as he read out loud.
"Mark Gardener, OR-6 Sergeant, 22 Special Air Service Regiment, United Kingdom Special Forces, joined 1999, killed in action... in 2012."
"Yes sir. Read the note, sir."
"OFFICIAL-SENSITIVE UK/US EYES ONLY UNTIL 3/3/2112. What?"
"I've looked it up. It means it was classified as a government secret, until March 2112. That's for a hundred years after he supposedly bought it."
The captain raised his eyebrows.
"One hundred years in the freezer? Who is this guy? What's a three-hundred-year-old special forces soldier doing on that spaceship?"
"Look at the photo, sir."
Gaines scrolled down and found Mark's photo, front and side, in military attire.
"Now look at the photo in the other file."
The same Mark, looking only a little older, was smiling from the other photo in civilian clothes.
"Cover story," said Gaines.
"Exactly, sir. They faked his death and gave him a new identity, with a slightly changed name. They made up a similar name so it was easier to remember. We'd never have found out, if it wasn't that the secret automatically expired two hundred years ago."
"Question is, how did he end up here and now?"
"Yes, sir. That is the question, and that brings me to item three."
"Which is?"
"Which is Washington, sir. Apparently our DNA results raised all sorts of red flags. They asked for a full report and they want the ship and those guys on a plate, soon as. In no uncertain terms, sir."
Gaines scratched his moustache. "Well. We'd better get ourselves some answers then, Kevin. Anything new from the ship?"
"Nothing, sir. Our men can't even figure out how to get back past the airlock."
"Anything on the laser mike?"
"Complete silence, sir."
"What about that Italian woman that Hendricks heard?"
"If she was there, I guess she's still in there, but she's silent as a mouse."
"Any other leads?"
"None yet, sir."
They pushed themselves along the corridor, towards the end with the cell that housed the cruiser's command module. Gaines was lost in thought for a few seconds, then suddenly said:
"I wanna go there."
"Sir?"
"I'm gonna get in a crate and go to the ship. I need to see it with my own eyes, and maybe I can get that Italian to speak to us."
Jameson didn't know what to say, so he simply asked:
"But why?"
"Because you were right, Kevin. That ship is worth a lot more alive than dead. And if I'm gonna be the one to deliver it to the ONI, I think they might appreciate some answers to go with it. Don't want to look bad to the Office of Naval Intelligence, do we?"
"Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir. But we're soldiers, sir. Do you really think we can do a better job than the Office of Naval Intelligence?"
"We're soldiers, yes. But we're not idiots, Jameson. And we're here, now. And we've just lost ships and people to these time-frozen Queen soldiers or whatever the fuck they are. I can't just show up with my thumb up my ass and say it was all a mysterious accident. I'm gonna take them home alright, but I'm gonna deliver them nicely wrapped in shiny, beautiful intel."
The tactical officer understood the tactic, because he was a tactical officer.
"Of course. Yes, sir," he said.
"But first," said Gaines, "I'm gonna pay another visit to our mystery time-traveller."
 
"Command, this is the brig."
"Yes, Travis?" answered Hendricks.
"Sir, one of the guys had this in his pocket."
The comms officer looked down at the screen in front of him, where Thomas Travis brought an object in front of his ship-link camera. It was flat, shiny and reflective on one side, metallic on the other.
Hendricks' heart skipped a beat, and it was all he could do to keep a poker face.
"Erm, yeah, what is it?" he asked innocently.
"We don't know, sir. We think maybe it's the remote control for the ship's airlock or grav system, but we've never actually seen them use it, and we don't wanna even try to turn it on."
"Which of the guys had it?"
"The short one, sir."
It fits, thought Hendricks.
"I don't know what to write in the report about it, and I thought maybe you could help me, sir."
"Ah, yeah, no problem. Send it over through the mag and I'll have a look. In fact, I'll show it to the commander, maybe he'll know what it is."
"Thanks, sir. So you'll look after it, then?"
"Yeah, sure. Just mag it over, will you, Travis."
"Right away, sir."
Hendricks undid his straps and floated towards the module entrance. Next to the door, in white over red letters, a small sign read "MAG TUN". Underneath, a small screen said: "BUSY". He waited for a few seconds for the mini-shuttle to travel the length of the ship, levitating in its computer controlled magnetic field. It arrived, braked automatically, and the screen changed into "READY". He opened the access drawer, made sure nobody was seeing him, and retrieved the object inside.
He returned to his station, carefully palming it against his space suit. Only after he retook his seat and strapped in, did he dare risk a glance at it.
In the middle of the metallic side, in a three-hundred-year-old alphabet, were inscribed three lowercase letters: htc.
 
Gaines pushed himself to the middle of the room, where he grabbed a ceiling strap; then, gently pulled by what little lunar gravity was manifest, he waited until he was standing on the floor of the cell. The two soldiers behind him were aiming at the prisoner from clear angles, helmets on, ready to pull the triggers at the smallest indication of a problem.
Mark watched them calmly. He was strapped to the wall, but he could move his hands, so he felt for the helmet catches and undid them, then took the thing off.
"My people gave you their name and rank," said Gaines suddenly. "I'm asking for the same from you."
"My name is Mark Greene, of no rank. Is my friend alright?"
Gaines' expression did not change. He looked the other in the eyes and was quiet for a few long seconds.
"Why don't I try that again," he intoned flatly. "This time, I'll start. My name is Steven Gaines, commander of the USS Kennedy. Who are you?"
Mark looked surprised.
"I heard you the first time, and my name is Mark Greene. What? I can't ask about my friend?"
Gaines kept looking straight at him, without a word.
"Chief," he called, without turning.
"Sir!" answered one of the guards immediately, via his helmet speaker.
"Will you bring the other prisoner in here, please."
The guard's lips started moving soundlessly, as he talked over his suit's private comm link.
"What?!" asked Mark again.
Gaines kept staring at him and said nothing.
 
"Hey, Jess," asked Hendricks on a private comm line.
"What, Ken?" answered the targeting officer, from right behind him.
"Wanna show you something. Just can't keep it to myself. Can I trust you?"
"What? What is it?"
"Can I trust you?"
"Ken, what is it? Yeah, of course you can trust me. We've known each other since highschool."
"Come on over. Actually, no, stay put; I'll come over."
Hendricks redirected his console notifications into his helmet, unstrapped and got up; Jessica Lawry, behind him, was looking at him quizzically. He winked and floated to her seat, where he stepped on the adhesive rug next to each seat to stabilise himself. He took off his helmet and motioned for her to do the same.
"When's your next rotation?" he asked.
"In a couple of days, why?"
"Will you take this home for me? Just keep it someplace safe?"
He opened his zipped pocked and produced the object.
"What's this?" asked the woman.
He grinned at her.
"It's a cellular phone," he said. "Travis got it off one of the prisoners. It's three hundred years old, Jess, and it looks like it just came out last month."
"So maybe it did come out last month."
"But that makes no sense, does it? Why would anyone recreate an antique and then carry it around space? It certainly wouldn't work anymore, much less out here behind the Moon."
"This is an antique? I don't get it, what's a cellular phone anyway? Is it like a compen?"
The man answered in an insistent whisper:
"Jess, do you have any idea what this is worth on the collector's market?"
She didn't. He told her and her face fell. It was more than she made in a year.
"I'll give you five percent of whatever we make from it, if you get it home for me. I only rotate in two months. I can't risk keeping it here."
"This is serious heat, Ken. We could get court-martialled for this."
"Fine. Ten percent."
"Court-martialled."
"Come on Jess, what do you want?"
She smiled and said:
"Half."
He almost broke his whisper.
"Are you fucking kidding me?!"
She unzipped her own suit pocket, smiled again and said:
"Just put it there, Ken."
He looked at her, not quite believing.
"Damn Jess, maybe I didn't really know you that well, after all. Where did you learn to negotiate like that?"
"War," she said. "Now give."
Hendricks slid the phone into her pocket, shaking his head.
 
"How long has it been?" she asked the ADM.
"A little over one hour," came the answer from the walls of Room One.
The question would've been ambiguous to the starship's self-titled Automated Decision Maker, had it been asked by someone else. But Doina formulated it in her mind, and vocalising it was more a habit than a necessity. The ship understood her just fine.
The answer, too, would've been much more precise, had it been offered to someone else. But the ADM had adapted to the girl and knew how to answer in a way that also addressed her emotions. Its alien intelligence saw her as a whole, a mix of reason and feelings, in an almost symbiotic relationship.
She was eating a meal bar, lying down in One, with lights dimmed. She had carefully arranged for all ship's sensors to give her notice if anything happened. She was trying to relax, but it wasn't quite working. She could no longer remember what arguments Mark and Aram had come up with in favour of agreeing to go to the American cruiser, but at least the pounding on the hull had stopped. They were still surrounded by smaller ships, and the huge cylinder labeled USS Kennedy was right above Doi, but nobody was shooting anybody anymore.
She knew about the bomb in the airlock, of course. At first she couldn't understand what made it that dangerous, but if Mark said it was, she believed it.
So, if not relaxed, at least she wasn't worried sick. Her communion with the strange starship had helped her evolve -- or, at least, change? -- into a new person. A few weeks ago, prayers were all she had when faced with danger. Now, the safety provided by the unbelievable alien starship, and the knowledge of being able to control it as she wanted, were much more effective than prayers. They shared much more than their names.
And that was not all. A strange bond had also developed between her and the Englishman. It reminded her, a little, of the bond she'd had with her mother. At some level, she felt that Mark possessed the same fierce determination to protect her. She knew little about Mark, but somehow that didn't worry her. After living together for those last weeks, she knew she would not hesitate to trust him with her life. And she thought that her mother, if she could see her, would approve.
The Dacian was different. Protective, yes, with his impressive physical strength, his odd sense of humour and that positive outlook on life, he was a man straight from the legends of her ancient forefathers. Doina thought that nothing could ever scare Aram. She knew that he didn't believe in God, because he had never heard of Him, and she wondered if, perhaps, it wasn't that very fact that made him so fearless, just like the Ungri Nigri of her grandfather's age.
God, please don't let anything happen to them, she thought, with a heavy sigh.
God. She didn't quite know how to feel about God, in this time and place. She had never actually read the Bible, but it didn't feel impossible that some part of the Holy Book dealt with starships and Americans.
And, anyway, praying couldn't hurt.
She always felt that Doi-the-ship became a little confused when she was praying. The complex artificial intelligence was trying to cope with the range of emotions that praying induced in its new mistress, and hadn't quite discovered how. Doina had learned to simply ask for some time alone when she was praying; she didn't have to do it explicitly, but the ship soon became able to figure it out.
Lying down wasn't helping, so she got up. She mentally ordered lower gravity as she approached the wall, and naturally and gracefully stepped into the air and remained floating there. She hadn't felt any sensor warning, but she took her time inspecting every aspect of the starship's monitoring system that she understood.
In her black, matte outfit, with her hair tied in a pony tail, floating barefoot in front of a wall covered in symbols and diagrams, the twelve-year-old girl from the twelfth century took a deep breath, and prepared to wait some more.


XXVI.
"Hi, Aram. How's your shoulder?" Mark asked.
Aram floated into the brig cell, followed by the usual complement of four SEALS soldiers.
"Hello," said Aram. The SEALS gestured to him to move next to Mark, which he did, although in no great rush, and visibly trying to favour his right arm.
"Help me out with the helmet, will you," he said to Mark, for the benefit of the soldiers. "Some fuck shot me in the shoulder. Twice."
Mark undid his catches and Aram took off the helmet, letting it float at the end of its connections, as he pressed against the velcro band on the wall.
"Alright?" asked Mark.
"He's just fine," said Gaines, as he entered the brig. The four guards took positions in pairs, so that the prisoners were constantly covered from at least two angles.
"Aren't you, mister Aram?" he addressed the Dacian, who didn't bother to answer. Gaines continued:
"Well, well," he said, looking at them. "The destructive duo, the mysterious men, the barbarian brothers. The ghosts of our past. The two terrible time travellers."
Aram rolled his eyes and Mark sniggered audibly.
"I'm here for answers," announced the American. "Mister Aram, as a CDP agent, I'm reasonably sure that I can't coerce you into giving them to me."
Aram gave a small, smug grin, although he had no idea what CDP was or meant. Involuntarily, Gaines explained.
"Can you tell me this, though? I'm curious. What kind of a name is Coalesced Data Processing, anyway? What's wrong with just calling it Eurasian Spy Central?"
"At least it doesn't mention central intelligence," sniggered Mark again.
"Pffyeah," added Aram, still none the wiser.
"Oh, the good, old CIA!" smiled the American officer. "I often wish I was born in those days. Although, of course, that'd mean I wouldn't be a cruiser commander anymore. There weren't many space cruisers around in the twenty-first century."
He continued, with ostentatious wistfulness, looking down:
"Unless, of course, I could do both. Live in the past and then jump to the present, you know what I mean? Wouldn't that be just awesome?"
His smile faded as he looked pointedly at Mark and repeated, slowly:
"Now, would that... not... be just... awesome?"
Mark didn't respond. Gaines turned back towards Aram.
"Tell me, mister Aram," he said. "What do you really think about our friend here, and long-time member of the British Special Forces, sergeant Gardener?"
At first, Aram was a bit confused, and he didn't mask that. Then, as he understood, his silence was no longer the cocky sort. Gaines noticed.
"I was right," he noticed with satisfaction. "I was goddamned right. I knew it. I fucking knew it! You didn't know who he really was!"
Mark looked down, then closed his eyes. Shit, shit, shit, he thought. How did they find out? 
And then, again: They know... because at least a hundred years have passed. My file's been declassified. I should've seen it coming.
I really, really, really should've seen this coming.
Gaines was observing this with deep satisfaction.
"I smell some trust issues coming," he said, nodding at them both. "Yeah. Big trust issues coming. So here's what's gonna happen here."
He crossed his hands behind his back.
"I'm gonna give you some time to figure this out between yourselves. And in the meantime, I think I'm gonna pay a little visit to your ship, and if I can persuade the rest of your crew to collaborate; believe me when I tell you that it'll be in everyone's best interest. If you remember the CIA, then no doubt you've heard of the United States Office of Naval Intelligence, sergeant? It was created in the nineteenth century, so you must be familiar with it."
Of course, Mark knew about the ONI. British Defence Intelligence had close ties with its American counterpart, and the SAS, via its Director of Special Forces, had close ties with the DI. But he remained quiet.
"And, if your crew won't cooperate, I'm happy to tell you I've just received clearance to blow them out of the sky, which I'll be more than happy to."
They kept their silence. Aram was looking into the distance. Mark still had his eyes closed.
"Well, unless one of you would like to start describing the twenty-first century to me, and explain how you ended up here, and why..." He paused for two seconds, then ended: "I'll see you soon, gentlemen." He nodded at his soldiers, and they all left the brig cell.
As the soldiers and their commander left the compartment, tension replaced them. And the two prisoners felt it, for the first time since they'd known each other, like a third physical presence in the room, distinct and threatening.
Mark was the first to break the silence after a minute:
"I'm sorry. Will you let me explain?"
Aram turned to look at him, and asked quietly:
"Does anyone else know?" Does Doina know? he was really asking.
"No," Mark caught on.
"So what's your name then?"
"It's Mark Greene, as I told you. But it used to be Mark Gardener."
"You're a soldier," stated the Dacian, matter-of-factly.
"I was. You suspected."
"I guess so. But you don't really look much like a soldier."
Mark remembered Selection. He remembered the gruelling Brecon Beacons, where he had nearly frozen to death. He remembered the relentless, animalistic pushing forward, his brain nothing but a locked machine who kept ordering his feet to keep moving, his lungs filled with napalm, and all the incredible physical pains he had endured. He remembered failing once, and then trying again the next year, also during the winter, and all the fit, strong and stubborn soldiers who had given up or been "Returned to Unit" on minor technicalities. He remembered the Test Week, six consecutive, daily marches carrying increasing weights over increasing distances, concluding with a sixty-four kilometre run that had to be finished in under twenty hours, carrying over thirty kilograms of gear.
He remembered his first kill.
"I'm an English teacher too, you know."
Aram shrugged.
Mark opened his eyes and turned to look at him. The Dacian refused to return his gaze.
No point holding back now, he thought. Everyone knows, except for who really should.
"There was a patrol in Syria, in November 2012," he said. "They were sent to see if Assad really was using chemical weapons against civilians. They were under deep cover for four days. And on the fifth, their cover was blown. Two escaped. The patrol leader and another man were arrested."
He sighed, but his lungs refused to fill up with air. It was the first time he was telling the story to anybody, since the Ministry of Defence had had him sign and swear that he wouldn't. But that was at least a hundred years ago, he thought.
"They were taken to a Syrian prison, which was... amazingly bad. Then, the guards passed them on to the al-Nusra Front, which later went on to become part of the Islamic State."
He sighed again.
"Those were some really hardened bastards, in al-Nusra. They tortured the two prisoners for six weeks. Then, they picked one and executed him in front of the other. And in front of the whole world."
He was talking quietly, with seemingly random pauses, choosing his words carefully.
"The... execution didn't go very well. They tried to chop his head off, but they couldn't, because the sword wasn't sharp enough, or his muscle mass was too thick where they hit him. They had to chop a few times, and when the head wouldn't... wouldn't fall off... they shot him, too. Through the top of his head, and in the heart."
He made another pause to control a tremble.
"He had a daughter. She was ten at the time. Her name was Sara. It was all he could think of, she kept him alive during... during that torture. When he was kneeling on the floor, with a bag on his head, and a mujahedin trying to dislodge that sword from the back of his neck, he kept repeating her name. He couldn't talk, he was gagged. But he used his shoulders; left twitch for a dot, right twitch for a line. In Morse code. Sara only has four letters. Left, left, left; left, right; left, right, left; left, right. The Arabs thought he was dying. But he was calling his daughter's name."
He made another pause.
"There was a promise... before the execution. That if one of them made it back alive, he would look after the other's family."
He stopped, and Aram softly intervened:
"Which one were you? The leader or the other?"
"I was the patrol leader," said Mark. "So it was all my fault."
"How did you get out?"
"There was a prisoner exchange after only two more weeks. Two more weeks, that was all. And I got out. They put me into a hospital for six months. His wife... His name was Red. Red's wife came to visit me a few times. With... With Sara. Then a journalist found out, and it was all over the papers and the internet." Mark had stopped caring that he was using words that Aram might not understand.
"Then I started getting threats, from a bunch of idiot British Muslim extremists. And then, Red's family started getting threats. I was still in the hospital... being treated for hepatitis. I told his wife to pack up and move, to not risk it, it was too dangerous... but she said that the MoD was looking after them. I knew the Ministry of Defence would offer them some protection, even new identities, so I... I allowed myself to relax a little."
He drew a big gulp of air before continuing.
"The last time I saw Sara she brought me a red balloon. I was in bed with an IV in my arm. They'd said I only had a couple of days left to stay. I told Sara that, as soon as I'd get out, I'd tell her everything about her dad, and that I'd always be there for her. And I really, really couldn't wait... to do just that. I had everything planned. She..."
He couldn't go on. He closed his eyes and tried to calm down. As always when he remembered this part, he found himself wishing that there was a tangible bad guy to fight, or some complicated quiz to solve, in a futile attempt to convert the pain into something he could defeat, or at least control.
"She died the next day. They raped Red's wife, and strangled Sara in front of her. It was all over the news. I ran out of the hospital, and I got arrested in ten minutes. Then, the Army sent me for a psychological evaluation, and I was deemed incapable to remain a soldier. I was medically discharged. The MoD changed my identity, from Gardener to Greene, and fixed me up with an English teaching job, as far away from the UK as possible. Every day, I've been waiting for Sara's mother to return my calls. And every night I have nightmares about what I could possibly tell her if she does."
That's it, he thought. I finally said it.
"And then, this hap-"
 
* * *
 
Steven Gaines signed off one of the crates using his tablet, stepped through its airlock and floated towards the pilot's seat, behind the large, plexiglas panel. He was, of course, more than qualified to pilot a crate; he held pilot's ratings on nearly all spacecraft that the United States Air Force operated.
Attaching the velcro straps to his space suit, he powered up the ship's systems and started the pre-flight checks.
He was only thirty-two years old.
You couldn't go out in space straight after college; you needed at least two degrees and five years of practical experience before you even applied. Gaines had studied astrophysics at Cornell, and then went through the USAF Academy in Colorado Springs.
He'd held command of the Kennedy for seven months. He'd been given it about a year into the war, and he was damn proud of it. With an auxiliary complement of twelve Wings, the USS Kennedy was definitely a force to be reckoned with. He had never lost a battle in those seven months, and had the war medals to prove it.
The Moon War. A curse and a blessing. A USAF admiral once told Gaines that, if he only kept his record the way it was, at the end of the war he could have any job he wanted. And Gaines knew what he wanted. What he wanted was to destroy the Eurasian fleet, finish the war as a winner and become Fleet Admiral.
And that was exactly what he'd been working on, up until the moment that damn ship popped out of nowhere.
It had to be Eurasian. There was no other explanation for it. The two men who surrendered from it were decidedly English. One of them had the military file to prove it, and the other had the accent, even if Gaines thought it sounded more Scottish -- but still, clearly European.
The dates in the file were a wrinkle. A big wrinkle. Twenty-first century men in a starship that even twenty-fourth technology could not explain. And unarmed.
Under his smooth control, the crate cleared the cylindrical body of the Kennedy and was soon under way towards the strange, black ship marked Doi, whose airlock was still open. The on-board laser navigational aids in the crate's forward section computed and displayed the decreasing distance, as Gaines prepared his approach.
It could spell trouble, this strange, black ship. It could spell doom. If the Eurasians had gravity and inertial control technology, it would undoubtedly win them the war.
And end his career. Or even get him killed.
But on the other hand, it could spell fortune. If he was to be the one to capture this technology from the Queens, coupled with superior American technology and sheer force, it would doubtlessly win him the war. On behalf of the United States, of course. It would be the tipping weight, a professional parry and a masterful counter. The US would be decades, if not centuries, more advanced if they had that technology. They would rule the Earth and the Moon -- again.
Hell, they would rule the whole solar system!
It was a high stakes game. He could win everything, or lose everything. And, he felt, it all hung on how well he could think on his feet, once he got in contact with the Eurasian crew.
They had to know there was no alternative. No choice but to talk, negotiate. The United States had entered the war with a clear view to win it, and were truly committed to detonating the nuke in their airlock. He alone had the disarming codes.
In all fairness, Gaines didn't really have any solid idea of what exactly he was going to do, once in contact with the people inside the black ship. He only knew what he stood to profit from it, and what he stood to lose from the alternative.
But he knew that he was an ambitious and resourceful man.
 
* * *
 
Aram hit him without warning, a vicious, semi-circular blow right into his kidney. Mark's breathing stopped and his vision blurred. He hadn't had any chance to prepare. Even through the modern, hardened space suit, the blow hurt like hell. He tried to say something, but couldn't. Seeing red spots, he clutched his left side and grimaced in pain.
The Dacian peeled himself out of the velcro on the wall, then grabbed Mark by the collar and forced him off, too. He didn't offer any resistance. In the near-weightlessness of the brig, Aram steadied himself, gave a sharp yell, and threw Mark across the cell, then threw himself after him.
Mark flew like a rag, hitting both the ceiling and the far wall, and hung there, dazed, all the kinetic energy expended inside his bones and muscle. He watched Aram coming at him like an enraged bull and barely had time to think, oh, bollocks! before the impact.
All air was driven out of him again, as the other's much bigger mass crashed into his thorax. He desperately grabbed Aram, who went straight for his throat and started to squeeze. He flailed his legs, searching for the support that one needs in order to deliver a kick in low-g, but the Dacian had him completely immobilised.
"You fuck!" screamed Aram. "You cheating, lying fuck!"
Mark was too stunned to answer. He had expected resentment, but maybe not quite of this magnitude. Then, just when he thought his brain was beginning to give up to hypoxia, Aram, displaying a formidable grimace, leaned towards his ear and whispered, without moving his lips:
"Can they see us? Kick if yes."
  
* * *
 
He engaged the navigation system's autotracking, which automatically fired the crate's nav thrusters to keep it stable relative to the black ship, just above its airlock. Down inside, he could see the big, white suitcase which contained one of the cruiser's two nuclear warheads.
He got up, cycled the crate's airlock and was soon in open space. Then, with a well-calculated kick, not even using the suit's jets, he was soon on a trajectory between the crate and the black ship's airlock.
As soon as he got inside, with minimal manoeuvring, he turned right-side up and his boots touched the floor.
He found himself in a cylindrical room, whose outer opening was a gaping, big missing disk in its ceiling. There seemed to be no mechanism to close it, no buttons, no levers, no displays, nothing. It did not respond to touch, and he knew it couldn't respond to voice commands since it was open to space. That only left radio commands, or remote operation from the inside.
He inspected the round walls and immediately noticed three rectangular contours, at one hundred and twenty degrees from each other. He touched them, pressed them, pushed them, even banged in them, but nothing happened.
Inspecting every corner, he looked for the optics of a video camera, but he couldn't even see a tiny lens anywhere. Of course, they could be almost microscopic, as he well knew. It made complete sense to install a video feed in an airlock. So he simply assumed that he was being watched.
He sat on the nuclear warhead, and got an idea.
 
* * *
 
"Fuck's happening!" said Porter, watching the video feed from the inner brig compartment.
"Shit, they're at each other, and bad," said the other, whose name was Willard.
"Should we do something?"
"Nah, let 'em soften each other up," said Willard. "They're doing us a favour."
Porter watched the screen intently. The blond man was strangling the shorter man, who barely managed to wedge his knee in between, followed by an elbow, to fight the other one's deadly grip. He kicked forward with his knee, and they both went tumbling through the room again, in the near-zero gravity. He kicked again, and finally the blond had to let go with one hand. Gasping for air, the other pushed himself away towards the video surveillance camera.
He stopped when he hit the wall, his helmet barely missing the small, swivelling device, which was mounted inside a transparent dome, just under the ceiling.
Aram also floated in the opposite direction, but he regained control of his position in mid-air, turned himself with his feet towards the wall, and as soon as he reached it, pushed himself back, coming towards Mark, and screaming at the top of his lungs.
The latter, still gasping for air, discovered that he had nowhere to go, and seemed to have no option but try to evade at the last moment.
In the next instant, the blond man was on top of him, and threw a direct, massive, devastating punch. He had grabbed the inside of his helmet, and was actually using it as a large, rigid boxing glove.
Mark pushed with his shoulder into the back wall, and eschewed swiftly. The other's helmet missed him by a hair, and completely smashed both the helmet and the surveillance camera dome.
"Oh, no, no, no, no," said Porter from the anteroom, as their screen went black.
"Damn, did you see that?" Willard was excited.
"Come on, let's squeeze 'em."
"Why? Just 'cause they roughed the brig a bit? We'll replace the camera later. Come on, Danny, that's the guy who messed you up back on their ship. To hell with those Queens. Let 'em fight if they wanna."
Porter did remember, because his side still hurt where Mark had kicked him. In fact, all his bones hurt, a reminder of the sudden gravity shifts that'd thrown him every which way, unable to put up a decent fight.
"Fine," he agreed. "Let's give 'em another minute."
 
* * *
 
Doina floated in Room One, barefooted in her artificial, jet black suit, circling the three-dimensional projection of the airlock. There was a man inside the airlock, sitting on the bomb. He had come with the same type of ship that had taken Mark and Aram away.
She knew he was a man because he had a moustache. He seemed older than Aram, but maybe younger than Mark, had blue eyes and, in general, rather nice features. And that was all she could make out through his helmet visor.
She could also see that, unlike the previous intruders, he didn't seem to be armed.
Of course, not counting the bomb he was sitting on.
He had inspected the airlock and knocked on the three panel doors. She had physically felt the knocks, just as she felt pretty much everything that happened with the ship, at one level or another. But she did not allow the man to get past the airlock.
He opened a pocket and, moving slowly, pulled out a thin, rectangular object, about as large as both his hands. He showed it around, to nobody in particular, demonstrating that he knew he was being watched. Then, he started dragging his fingers across the shiny surface for a few seconds. He stopped, looked at his work,  and, like an afterthought, started again; when he was finally done, he inspected the object one last time and raised it at chest level, again showing it around.
It had writing on it. Two words, one above the other. Doina couldn't really write or read, and certainly not in English -- a language that she had not intentionally learned, and could only master in speech, anyway. She recognised some of the letters, but had no idea what the two words meant. The ship would be no help, because when it came to human culture, it only knew what she knew. She frowned, trying to guess what the unknown scribbling meant. Could it be a threat? Or any useful information? Something important? She knew that literacy was common in Mark's time, but she didn't feel guilty. Back in year 1111, only a handful of clergymen had any command of letters.
But, whatever the words meant, it was obvious that the man was trying to communicate. She knew, at a level that wasn't entirely rational, that sound couldn't carry in the voided airlock. She could even tell, if asked, how fast it did carry if there was any air to carry it, even though speed of sound was a notion that would never have occurred to her only a few weeks before. And there could be no air in the airlock, if it was still opened.
They had discussed shutting the airlock, before Mark and Aram left, and Mark had said that, since the ship was so good at shielding, maybe keeping a direct line of sight between it and whatever kept the bomb in one piece was a good idea.
She sighed and, for the hundredth time, wished that the two men were still with her.
 
* * *
 
Deep thuds carried through the interior wall of the cruiser's brig compartment. The two soldiers, unable to see what was going on, listened intently.
"What if they get hurt?" asked Porter.
"What if?" shrugged Willard.
"I think we're meant to deliver them home intact."
"Hell, I'm sure they'll get tired soon."
But the thuds went on. After another minute, Porter asked again:
"What if they kill each other?"
Willard considered. "Well, that'd be bad, I guess."
"Yeah, and I'm pretty sure it'd be our asses."
Willard considered again.
"Fine," he said. "Squeeze 'em, and let's go inside."
Porter keyed in the necessary access codes on the computer console in front of him, remotely accessing the suits of the two prisoners. Then, simultaneously, he sent in a command that caused the powered suits to compress in key body areas, just as they would do for a high-g manoeuvre, but at an intensity and frequency that had been specially designed to quickly incapacitate their occupants.
He watched the screen as a set of digits timed the punishment, and as they reached a half minute, he said:
"OK, they should be all soft and squishy by now, let's go in."
Grabbing their flechette guns and covering each other, they took positions in front of the inner door, and Willard opened it.
The inside of the inner brig was pitch black.
 
* * *
 
"AIR," he had scribbled on the tablet. And, then, underneath: "PLEASE".
He showed it around. Nothing happened for a long couple of minutes, and he was beginning to resign himself that the crew was ignoring him; time to consider his alternatives.
He felt sure he was being watched; it was pure common sense. And he knew that whoever was on board would understand English. After all, English was one of the damn thousands of languages that they spoke in Eurasia, and the two prisoners back on the Kennedy were proficient in it.
He had considered, for a moment, writing in Italian, just in case his comms officer had heard correctly. He couldn't speak Italian, but the tablet had a dictionary. But then he thought to keep that knowledge as an ace in his sleeve, so he just used English.
Wearing his best friendly face and a genial smile that looked accurate to a thousandth of a inch, he slowly turned around, showing the tablet to the smooth, round walls.
He had completed the ninth circuit when he noticed a change in the shade. Looking up, he saw the airlock opening close, like an iris that appeared out of nowhere. It only took a second or so, and his crate was completely hidden from sight; then, the ceiling left no sign that there ever was an opening in it, except for a large, black circle.
He stopped and waited.
Discrete finger movements inside his glove, captured by forearm muscle sensors on the inside of his suit sleeve, reconfigured his visor display to show outside sensors. Temperature was consistent with lunar night, pressure was zero, radiation level bearable. Then, all of a sudden, temperature and pressure started going up, while radiation went down. The constantly opened radio channels that his suit maintained with the crate above were severed; he guessed that the iris above was stopping radio waves, together with all the other types of radiation. That worried him a little, but it wasn't entirely unexpected.
What he didn't expect, though, was for the outside pressure to reach a natural 14.7 psi so quickly. It was as if air filled the airlock instantly, and he could see no openings for any sort of gas exchange, nor could he feel turbulence through his suit. The temperature, as well, jumped straight to seventy as if the air came in already warmed and static. The airlocks on the Kennedy, or any other airlocks he'd ever seen, took at least one full minute to equalise. How the Queens had managed to improve on that, he had no idea, but he was sure the ONI would be very interested indeed to improve on the waiting time for EVAs. Especially during a battle, extra-vehicular activities had to happen as quickly as possible, and long waiting times in airlocks had always been problematic.
As he considered all that, his suit's microphones captured a female voice, coming from all around him, and speaking to him in European English.
"What do you want?" the voice asked.
 
* * *
 
Their helmet lights came on automatically, and they immediately brought their guns to bear. Two long, dark shapes were floating in the middle of the brig, not moving, pulsing visibly as the restraint program was still running through its full minute of VIP treatment.
"Oh, boy," whispered Porter. "They're way out of it."
"And that's fine by me," said Willard.
Debris was floating everywhere in the room. Tiny pieces of metal or plastic and shards of glass floated everywhere, from the broken lighting fixtures and the pulverised surveillance camera, and they had to constantly wave them out of their way.
"What the hell happened here?!"
"It's like there was a war."
"How could they do so much damage?"
"Fuckin' fanatics," said Willard.
"You think they didn't know we'd squeeze them?"
"What else would they think we were gonna do? Bring them each a two-by-four and grab us some popcorn?"
As they slowly approached the unmoving bodies, they noticed that they weren't looking quite right. In the darkness of the room, and with light reflected by the debris everywhere, they suddenly felt that something was wrong.
It took them two seconds to realise what it was:
The two pulsating suits were empty.
They instantly turned, pushing themselves to opposite corners, as they'd been trained to do, trying to cover each other.
"Wher--"
 
* * *
 
"Hello," said Gaines, smiling to nobody in particular, just to buy some time.
"What do you want?" asked the voice again.
The voice was unmistakably feminine. And, Gaines thought, it sounded rather young. A young woman, maybe a fresh recruit. He wasn't an expert in Eurasian accents, but the accent seemed British... but not quite. Italian, however, it was not.
He decided to play for time.
"Where are you? Who's this?" he asked, tentatively.
The voice hesitated, then said:
"You first!"
What the hell? thought Gaines. What is this, some kind of game?
"I came with the crate above," he avoided the answer.
"The what?"
"The transport ship above," he said. You don't know what a crate is? he thought.
"Why?"
He said the first thing that went into his head:
"I was bored waiting. I wanted to see what the inside of this ship was like." It wasn't even a lie.
And then, the voice asked him a question that he really, really didn't see coming.
 
* * *
 
Porter's and Willard's suits suddenly began to pulsate, squeezing their carotid arteries, diaphragm muscles and some very specific nerve bundles. They couldn't speak, they couldn't breathe, they couldn't move, and it took them no more than a few seconds to completely lose consciousness. Exactly the same thing that they tried to do to the men in the brig, had then been done to them.
Aram and Mark came out of the dark, slowly floating towards the unmoving soldiers, waving debris out of their way.
"What the fuck?" whispered the Dacian.
"No idea," said Mark.
Six shapes were now floating in the brig: the two empty suits, the two unconscious soldiers with their still-pulsating suits, and the two prisoners, undressed.
As they entered the cone of light coming through the still open door, they looked at each other.
"Fuck me, what the hell is that?" asked Aram, pointing at Mark's mid-section, curiosity and amusement mixed into his voice.
The Englishman looked down at his pelvis.
"What?" he asked innocently.
"Is that what you have, in the twenty-first century?"
Mark looked down again.
"It's called underwear," he said.
The Dacian was completely naked, and had no problems with it whatsoever.
"It doesn't bother you?" he asked.
"Underwear? No, it doesn't bother me. You're trying to distract me from asking why you had to hit me so hard, aren't you?"
"Had to make it look real," shrugged Aram.
"Fuck me, what the hell is that?" echoed another voice.
 
* * *
 
"Who are you?"
Gaines checked himself just as he was about to open his mouth. He pictured himself from the outside. He knew what his spacesuit looked like. On top of his helmet, in e-ink, stood his last name: GAINES, in contrasting black on white. On his chest, on the left side, he wore a name tag that clearly read: "STEVEN GAINES, CMDR USAF" and on the right side, another round patch that clearly read: "UNITED STATES SPACESHIP KENNEDY".
His rank insignia was clearly visible on his chest and both shoulders.
So, of all the questions someone might have asked him -- someone who, clearly, saw him very well -- the question about his identity was the least likely.
He tried to think on his feet, to interpret this. Either he was being made fun of, or something very odd was happening. The question had seemed serious, asked in a tone of voice that didn't immediately seem sarcastic or ironic. So, then, what was the point in asking someone who they were, if it clearly said so on their suit?
In war, each side had to be familiar with the other's uniform and decorations.  You were taught about it in early orientation. And, even for a child who might've been unaccustomed to military insignia, the tags were clearly visible and easy to read. So why ask, then?
Was it a trick question? Was it rhetorical, maybe philosophical? Was it a test? Like a password? Was there a predefined answer? What was he supposed to say?
It felt very odd. They were not talking to him the way he had thought they would. He had expected hostility, or complete silence, or even physical violence. But he had not expected anything this illogical.
All these thoughts went through his head in a couple of seconds. Then, he decided to risk a little game.
"You first," he countered.
 
* * *
 
It was Aram's turn to look at his own pelvis, where the woman was pointing.
"That's just me," he said, "but who the hell are you?"
"Did you just do that to the soldiers?" Mark asked.
"Yep," she said. "You're welcome, by the way." Then, to Aram: "No need to thank me, big guy. That's thanks enough."
"I wasn't gonna thank you," said the Dacian. "We could've handled them, we've already done it once."
"Yeah, on your home turf, and without that hole in your shoulder."
"Who are you?" asked Mark, again.
"Come on, let's get out of here," she said. "We haven't got much time. I've rerouted your biotelemetry, and these two guys', but someone's bound to figure it out soon."
They followed her into the anteroom.
"Jesus," she said, turning and seeing them still naked. "Grab your suits, you two. No way you're going through the ship like that unnoticed. Especially you, Mr. Aram."
"I'm not getting back into that suit thing," growled the Dacian. "I don't like what they can do to me, now that I've seen it."
"They'll be safe now," she said. "I've disabled the restraint procedures on their signatures."
They just stared at her.
"Just trust me," she said again. "And you really, really can't just float naked through an American cruiser, I don't care how cool you are."
They looked at each other, then floated back into the brig, grabbed their floating suits -- they had indeed stopped pulsing -- came back, and started to put them back on. The woman noticed the crashed helmets and said:
"Damn, you must've really tried hard. Go back and get their helmets too, you'll need them."
They disappeared and returned again after a few seconds, carrying Porter's and Willard's helmets.
"Are they dead?" asked Aram.
"No, just unconscious," she said.
"You didn't say who you are," said Mark.
"Yeah, I know, sergeant."
Mark stared at her and said nothing.
"Why are you helping us?" asked Aram.
"Orders," came the simple answer.
"From Gaines?"
"No," she said. "Not from Gaines."
Aram didn't catch on right away, but Mark did.
"You're a mole."
"I'm a what now?" she asked, not understanding.
"An undercover agent."
"Oh. Yes." She looked him straight in the eyes. "I'm a mole."
Mark helped Aram to zip up and secure his helmet, then they looked at each other. Aram's helmet had a label that read "WILLARD".
"Hi, Porter," he said to Mark.
 
* * *
 
"You came here, you go first," said the young girl's voice.
It felt like a surreal game to Gaines. Feeling slightly giddy, he said:
"My name's Lincoln. Abraham Lincoln," and he prepared for the rebuke, or the laughter.
But it never came. There was only silence for five full seconds, and it was followed by an ever more surreal reply:
"I'm Doyner."
Gaines' American brain automatically took the word, as the voice pronounced it,  and converted it into its most likely American transcription. It sounded like a reasonable, if not very common, English or American last name.
He had mockingly given the name of a famous American president, and the girl simply gave him her last name in exchange. No rank, no affiliation.
Had he still been in contact with the crate, he could've accessed the cruiser's data link and run a search for the last name Doyner. Cross-referenced by gender and age, maybe he could've found something useful. But he was incommunicado, so he simply resolved to do that later.
He didn't know what to make of the strange dialogue. If it was a practical joke, he didn't see the point of it. Not that he expected to understand Eurasian humour. So he decided to risk it and push on.
"Hi there, Doyner. I'm the pilot of the transport above. I was told to deliver you a message."
"What message?" said the young voice.
"Yeah, I'm supposed to deliver it in person," he said. Then, pushing it: "To the captain of this ship."
Again, he didn't really expect to be taken seriously. Just as he hadn't when he said his name was Abraham Lincoln. Was there really anybody in the world who didn't live in a cave and didn't know about Lincoln?!
But then, was there really anybody who might run a ship like this and not be able to read his name tag?
"Wait," said the voice.
As opposed to what?!
"Sure," he said out loud.
 
* * *
 
"Why are you doing this?" asked Mark.
"I told you. Orders."
"What year is it?"
She stopped, turned and looked at him, squinting a little.
"You really don't know?"
Mark thought he had nothing more to gain by lying.
"Not a clue," he said.
"What year do you think it is?"
The Brit took a deep breath and looked around, as if looking for a calendar on the wall.
"Has to be at least twenty-two hundred," he ventured.
She looked at him in awe.
"So, it's true," she said. "You really are from the twenty-first century."
"I was born in seventy-five," he said. "Nineteen seventy-five, that is."
"I'll be damned," she said, softly. "I bet you have some story to tell."
"So what year is it?" he insisted.
"Twenty-three forty-three," she said.
Mark closed his eyes. He knew it would be hundreds of years into the future, but somehow the knowledge only really started to affect him once he actually knew the number. He tried to make the subtraction, but found that he couldn't do it. It was a simple arithmetic operation, but the digits were a big swirl inside his head, and he couldn't get them to obey him.
A part of his mind told him, so that's how Doina and Aram must've felt.
"You're three hundred and sixty-eight years old," helpfully announced Aram. "Well, that explains why you have to wear underwear."
"Yeah," said Mark, softly. "Look who's talking about age."
"You ok?" asked the woman.
"I'll be fine," he said.
"I need you to pay attention."
"Yeah. Yeah, I'm good. What?"
"Take off your glove, give me your hand."
"Why?"
"Just do it, sergeant."
"Will you stop with the sergeant already? I've been retired for over three centuries."
"Yeah, once in the army, always in the army."
"Aren't you in the Air Force?"
"Same diff," she said.
"Why isn't it the Air and Space Force by now, anyway? And hey, what's the deal with those guns? What happened to gunpowder and bullets?"
"Or arrows?" intervened Aram, half-serious.
"Ha!" she exclaimed. "The US Air Force's always had a space division, since it was created after the second world war. No need for an extra initial in its name. And the guns are electric. They're close-quarter. Gunpowder is much too dangerous in space. You might shoot the other guy and blow yourself to bits at the same time. Flechettes are short-range, break on impact, have a great rate of fire, and still work wonders on human bodies. They're smaller, so you can fit more to a mag, and all you need is a power cell in the gun, which lasts for months. No sparks, no heat, but most importantly in low-g..."
"...no recoil," he finished for her.
"Welcome back, sergeant."
"Why didn't it work for me?"
"You actually had your hands on a chip gun? Hey, that wasn't in the guys' reports. You need to wear an actual USAF space suit to use a chip gun, you know. It's not enough to just squeeze the trigger. Gun doesn't feel the suit on you, won't do squat. Now will you give me your hand? I only need to leave you a note."
Mark unfastened his left glove; she took his palm, pulled out a pen and started scribbling on his skin. Aram leaned in, interested.
"Still using pens, I see," Mark said, more to the benefit of the Dacian.
"Get above these coordinates," she said. "It's a Chinese geostationary space station. You'll find friends there. It's all I can say at the moment."
"Won't you get court-martialled for this?"
"Nah," she said. "I sincerely doubt it."
"Really? Why?"
"It's war," she said. "I'd probably get thrown out the nearest airlock, without any trial at all. Lucky if they shoot me first."
"You're risking that to set us free?"
"You'll understand later," she said.
It was Aram's turn to speak.
"What war?"
She stopped, looked at him quizzically, then answered.
"Well. United States versus the Eurasian Union. This is the Moon War, people. Moon has mines, Eurasians were mining them, Americans were providing transport, then Eurasians developed their own transport, the Americans felt a little left out so there you have it. In a nutshell."
"What happened to the UN?" asked Mark.
"The what?" It was the woman's turn to not understand.
"The United Nations. America and Europe were allies."
"You've got a lotta history to catch up with, sergeant."
"For the last time. Who are you?"
She rolled her eyes and finally answered.
"My name is lieutenant Jessica Lawry. I'm the ship's targeting officer."


XXVII.
Gaines sat on the bomb again. Not because he needed to; there was nearly no gravity in the airlock. But because he wanted to conceal it somehow, even though its menacing presence was undeniable. Or maybe he felt that, by turning it into a chair, he made it look less threatening.
He had brought a copy of the controlling device in his suit pack. It emitted short bursts of code at randomly preset intervals. If the bomb was to miss one of those bursts, it would arm itself and then go off thirty seconds later. They'd probably see it from Mars.
He congratulated himself for having brought the remote with him. With the airlock closed, no radiation of any kind seemed to be able to get in or out. He would've really hated to be locked in a room with an armed tactical warhead and only half a minute to disarm it.
He could disarm it, of course. He could connect to it using his data tablet and enter a combination of fourteen letters and digits. But that was only a last resort, and certainly not something he would want to do while under the power of those strangers.
The warhead was strong enough to vaporise a chunk of the Moon, yet it hadn't even made the object of conversation. Very strange.
To say that the situation was confusing was an understatement. Gaines could have coped with pretty much anything he'd tried to predict on his way from the cruiser, and he'd done his best to predict pretty much everything. But not this; so far, everything that he'd seen, heard or otherwise witnessed had been unpredictable.
He'd been told to wait; he had no other alternative, since he had no control on the airlock above. That young girl -- a most unlikely presence in a super-advanced warship -- might have not bothered; yet, she had.
"What did you do to my friends?"
Startled, Gaines jumped clean off the bomb, and in the low gravity of the airlock, he hit the ceiling, hard, with his elbows, which he'd brought up in instinctive self-defence.
"Ha, ha! I mean, sorry..."
He turned and pushed himself back down; at first, he tried to attach some dignity to the manoeuvre, but then he saw her.
She was only a child. She had shoulder-length black hair, most of it tied back, and wore a simple, undecorated black costume and... no shoes.
With her hand over her mouth, partly to hide her guffaw, partly in fright at seeing Gaines' reaction, and big, round, dark brown eyes, she floated gently just on the other side of one of three rectangles on the round wall, now opened. The American made a show of putting his hand over his heart and rolling his eyes, and ostensibly abandoned any pretence at composure.
"You scared me out of my pajamas," he blurted, disguising his true reaction in the first kiddie-friendly expression he could dig out.
"Sorry," she said. "Didn't mean to."
He carefully placed his feet on the floor. It wasn't magnetic and his boots didn't stick, but he knew his way in a low-g environment. Even floating, he was still the taller one, but short of bending his knees, there was nothing he could do to balance the proportions.
It seemed to him that she was watching with more curiosity than kids usually reserve for foreigners. She was watching him as if he was an animal at the zoo. He didn't know how to interpret it, and he classified it as yet another very oddity.
They watched each other in silence for a few seconds.
"Erm, what was it that you asked?" he faked innocence.
"Yeah," she said, changing her composure. Becoming serious and slightly jutting out her chin, she repeated:
"What did you do to my friends?"
Of course, he'd had time to prepare a response, one that was in line with his act so far.
"Me?! I didn't even see your friends. I'm just a crate pilot, that's all."
"Are they alright?"
"Boy," he avoided the answer, with a crooked smile, barely letting her finish. "You sure gave us a beating, a while ago. Who flew this ship like that?"
She fell right into the trap.
"I did," she said, smugly. "And you deserved it for shooting at us for no reason!"
He raised his hands in defence, which pushed him downwards a little. Even as he did that, things were gathering just a tiny little bit of shape inside his head. Either this little girl was lying, or she really was the pilot-in-command. If she was lying, he'd catch her soon enough. But if she wasn't...
"Hey, don't look at me. I just follow orders, like I said. I don't know who did what, and to whom and why. But I saw most of what happened, and I gotta say, like one pilot to another, you know? That was some pretty awesome flying."
She looked at him, trying to hide a smile and biting her lower lip, and then, still somewhat unexpectedly, she said:
"Thanks."
Gaines displayed a brilliant smile and said:
"You know, if you want, I can take you up in the crate and you could show me some of those amazing moves, what do you say? Nobody needs to know!"
Her face darkened, and she started shaking her head, as if Gaines had suggested something completely unfathomable:
"No... no. I'm not going anywhere. When are my friends coming back?"
"Sure, no problem," he said, with the same fantastic smile. "I don't know about your friends, but I'm sure they're fine. I only wanted to, you know," and he winked at her, "maybe learn some tricks, know what I mean?"
"So you can use them against us later?"
"Hey... I fly a tiny crate. Best I could do would be to annoy you to death."
Again, that softened her up a little. Gaines was amazed at how malleable and naïve she was.
"It really looks like a crate," she said. "Why do you call it that?"
Again, he didn't miss a beat. That the girl apparently was unaccustomed with the most common form of space short-transport for the past fifty years no longer surprised him; he was already building his strategy around it.
"It's short for 'cruiser autonomous transport equipment'," he said matter-of-factly, betraying nothing. "But, you know, I'd rather be flying one of these tiny things than something as big as a cruiser."
"As a what?" she asked.
This time, he sincerely laughed.
"That long big thing, the Kennedy."
"Ah."
"Yeah."
Who are you? Just who the hell are you, where did you come from, and what's all this about? Are you also three hundred years old, like the others? The questions wanted to explode through his lips; instead, still trying to play his cards right -- although he didn't quite know what the game was yet -- he kept quiet, nodding and smiling.
"So, what's the message, mister Lincoln?" she said.
"Oh," he pretended to remember, masking his true reaction at being called that. "I've got it right here on the tablet," he said, gesticulating with the mobile device.
Then, he realised his gaffe. Shit, fuck, shit, you're so fucking stupid, Steven, he thought, mentally kicking himself. The girl can't read English!
Trying to fix the error, he continued:
"But I'm only supposed to show it to the people in charge. So, I guess... if you could, please, take me to them?"
She didn't answer, but she'd stopped smiling. She was thinking intently and watching him. Should I say something? Apologise? he thought.
She kept pondering.
I should definitely say something.
"This is one amazing ship, Doyner, and to be honest, one pilot to another, again? I can't wait to see what it’s like inside. So, if you wanna take me to whoever's in charge, I'll just tell them the message" -- he almost said give, but changed the verb in a last minute attempt to divert her mind from the written nature of the nonexistent message -- and go back to my crate, but, you know? It's not everyday I get to see something like this. I'm really into space design..."
She was still watching him, as he ended:
"... and this is like Christmas to me, you know?"
And that changed everything.
 
* * *
 
"You damn near killed me," said Aram.
"No, that wasn't me. That was one of the Wings shooting."
"Yeah," he said, wryly. "Big difference."
She shrugged. "I'm not saying that I could've killed you and I didn't. But I have a job to do here."
"You have two jobs to do," said Mark.
"Right," she said, directly. "Now, suppose you ask me where Gaines is."
They looked at her.
"Well, where is he?" said Mark.
"He took a crate and flew over to your ship. He's got orders to deliver it and you directly to the ONI in Suitland."
Aram looked at Mark.
"Shit," he said. "That's right, he said that. We gotta go back. Now."
"Why?" she asked. "Your crew handled six SEALS. Can't they handle one more man?"
They stared at her and Mark said:
"No. No, they can't. We need to get back there, right now."
"Why?" she asked again, confused.
"Jessica, right? Listen. You're working for the other side of the war. Eurasians, right? The Queens?"
"I'll thank you to keep your voice down," she said, dryly.
"I'm guessing you're sending us there for pretty much the same reason the Yanks want us here."
"Actually, you know what? No, I'm not," she said, frowning.
"Jessica, I don't believe you. I may be out of this time, but I know them. Hell, I was part of them. They'd give anything to have access to our ship in times of war. Please, don't lie to me."
"I'm not lying, sergeant," she said, cooly.
Mark just went on, speaking quietly and quickly.
"Point is, if you want us to ever get to these coordinates, we need to get back to our ship, while there's still a ship to get back to. You understand?"
"No, I really don't," she said. "Who did you leave back there? An unattended dog from nineteen eighty-one?"
Aram grabbed Mark's elbow and spoke:
"Hey," he said, ostentatiously, right in front of her. "You think she's setting us up for something?"
The Brit turned his attention to him, then at the annoyed woman.
"You think she's tricking us, pretending to be getting us out, you know? I'll break her spine right here and now."
"I suddenly don't like you as much when you're dressed, blondie," said Jessica.
"No," Mark said. "I'm tempted to think this is a genuine action."
"A genuine action," she puffed. "Spoken like a true gentleman from three hundred years ago."
"Well, might as well tell her, then," said Aram.
"Tell me what?"
"That there's only three of us, lieutenant."
"What?!"
"And the third is a twelve-year-old girl," added Aram.
"A what?! You brought a little girl into the Moon War?"
"Actually, she brought us here," said Mark. "But that's why we need to get back. If your boss somehow gets his hands on her..."
"...and he will! But..."
"I really, really don't have time to explain."
"Sergeant, you have a fuckload of explanations to give, but you're right: not to me and not right now. Right now, your only takeaway from me is to please go to those coordinates. Doesn’t matter if you believe me or not. And now, I'd best get you to one of the other crates, so this is how we're gonna do it. We're gonna exit the brig like I'm Lawry, which I am, and like you're Porter and Willard, which you're not, but it says so on your helmets. I'm gonna go right, and you're gonna go left. Fourth airlock on your left will be a crate. Access code is two-seven-oh-seven. Repeat that."
They both repeated the four digits.
"Soon as you get there, you're basically on your own. The crate's already signed off for departure. I hope you make it, and I hope we'll meet again."
She braced her feet and opened the door to the spine corridor, then exited and left without looking back.
The two men pushed themselves out, grabbing the textile loops that were everywhere on the walls. The corridor was wide enough to accommodate three or maybe four people walking abreast, which was more than enough given that there was normally no actual walking.
In front of them, a handful of crewmen were getting in or out of other compartments. Only one of them passed them by, giving them nothing but a cursory nod. They pretended to be engaged in conversation and turned away their faces.
All of the hatches were on their left. As they passed the second one, a voice crackled in Mark's headset.
It was Jessica. "Did you say twelve years old?" she asked.
"You've read my file too. But she's not her."
"But she's like her."
He didn't say anything.
"So, I thought you'd wanna know," she continued.
"What?"
"Sara's killers."
He became instantly nauseous. In a second was so sick, he nearly threw up in his helmet.
He tried to fight the bad taste in his mouth, and swallowed repeatedly. Aram was listening, too; the big Dacian grabbed Mark's suit and pulled him forward. They were just passing the third hatch.
"Well, I guess you'd call it justice. That whole Muslim cell was completely annihilated. The actual killers were decapitated in front of the other extremists, and they were all found dead. Strangled or stabbed, to the last one. Your government sat on it for decades, to avoid a war or something, I guess. Turned out, your former buddies in the SAS did it. After you disappeared in oh-fourteen, they assumed you'd been killed, and they revenged you."
Mark was trembling. His hands and feet felt ice cold, and his suit automatically tried to compensate the thermal imbalance. His heart was racing, and the tiny part of his brain that was still governed by reason remarked that, hopefully, the raised BP won't show up on someone's biotelemetry monitor, until it remembered Lawry having disabled that, or rerouted it or something.
"Red's wife?" he managed to ask in a husky voice.
It was Jessica's turn to stay silent. The men arrived at the fourth hatch, which was stencilled "TRANSP SHIP 2" next to an access keypad. Instructions to open the door were clearly displayed in pictograms and in writing. Aram couldn't read, but he could make sense of the pictures, and he knew enough of the digits. He keyed in the code, opened the door, slid into the crate, then turned and gestured Mark in.
The Brit was livid.
"What happened to his wife?" he half-whispered.
"Suicide. I'm sorry. Good luck, sergeant."
Aram pulled him in and shut the door.
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"You're a Christian?" asked Doina.
Gaines heard the tone of her voice, picked up the ball and ran with it so hard he could've scored six points through a brick wall.
"Sure am!" he said, enthusiastically. "Always was, always will be. I take it you believe in our Lord, too?" He carefully avoided any specific deity names.
"My mom..." she started, then stopped, then went on. "She taught me to love Yesus since I was a child."
It took the American all of two seconds to translate the unfamiliar pronunciation of Jesus, and much less to give up trying to make sense of it.
"Indeed His is the kingdom, and the power, and the glory," he contributed.
"Amen," finished the girl.
"Wow," he said, renewing his brilliant smile. "Imagine finding a fellow believer all the way here, on the other side of the Moon!"
She laughed a little.
"God works in mysterious ways," she said.
Gaines nodded vigorously and really wished for something equally impressive to say, but nothing came to him, so he ended up with an enthusiastic "Amen!"  of his own. Fortunately, it seemed good enough to the girl. She reached around her neck, pulled out a small cross that seemed to be made of wood, and showed it to him proudly.
"Hey, that's nice," was all the American found to say. "Got that from your mom?" he ventured.
"Yes," she answered.
His face one great friendly smile, he gently pushed himself towards her, arms carefully visible at all times, as if to look closer. She didn't move, so he approached and gestured may I? and she nodded and he felt the wooden cross through his spacesuit glove.
He realised the gesture was much less personal than he had hoped, so he tried to fix that. He didn't really need permission, but just to score another point, he asked, meekness pouring out of his voice:
"Alright if I take off my helmet?"
She nodded again. He undid the catches, removed the thing and made a show of inhaling deeply. The air did, indeed, have an interesting tang to it.
"Wow," he said, already missing the security that the complete suit provided. "That's so much better," he finished the lie.
"We get very good air," she said, proudly.
He tried to cling to that, too.
"I can tell!" and sniffed around, appreciatively, like an atmosphere judge at an air tasting contest. "It's really clean," he concluded, setting up his next question. "How do you manage to keep it so clean?"
"Doi -- I mean, the ship -- removes the bad stuff and adds in the good stuff," she said, a monument of candour.
"Sure, but where does she get the good stuff from?"
"Oh, she makes it."
A warship that makes its own air. Could it be...? He decided to gamble.
"Like she made those projectiles which you threw into those ships?" Again, he carefully avoided saying my ships.
"Yeah," said the girl, looking down. "I guess."
And he scores!!! He nodded a few more times, then said:
"You think Doi" -- he imitated the girl's pronunciation as best he could -- "would mind giving a fellow Christian a glass of water?"
She smiled, coyly.
"You really want to see the ship, don't you?"
"God's my witness that I do," he kept using the religion card. "But I'm thirsty, really."
"Don't you carry water in that special suit of yours?"
He did, of course, and he'd grabbed a fresh life pack before he'd entered the crate.
"Yeah, a little, but I'm out," he lied again.
She considered, leaning her head on a side.
"You swear you're not one of the bad guys?"
"Doyner," he said, looking her in the eyes, "us Christians ought to stick together. I swear to God that I mean you no harm. I'm only curious and thirsty."
She fingered her wooden cross, then said:
"Come on in."
 
* * *
 
Mark squeezed his eyes shut and whispered:
"Fuck."
Aram sat on the pilot's seat and secured his suit.
"Sit down and strap in, Mark."
The Brit didn't react.
"Mark!" Aram raised his voice. "I heard everything, I get what you must be going through, I understand. But, right now, you need to sit the fuck down and strap the fuck in ."
The other opened his teary eyes and watched him.
"Oh, Aram," he said. "What have I done?"
The Dacian looked him in the eyes and enunciated clearly.
"Mark. Remember Doina?"
The girl's name had an effect on the former special forces soldier. He nodded.
"We need to get back to her, mate. She's alone with that snake. We need to go, right now. Either he'll steal our ship and kidnap Doina, or he'll blow everything up. Remember? You taught me about blowing shit up."
Mark grimaced and drew a deep, fractured breath. He pushed himself into the seat next to Aram and strapped himself in. It took him a good few seconds to realise what was happening.
"The hell are you doing?!" he asked Aram, astounded. The Dacian was inspecting the screens in front of him; he touched one of them, and they lit up in quick progression.
"How did you... What are you doing?" repeated the Brit.
"Hang on," said Aram. He watched the screens intently; much of them consisted of red boxes gradually turning green. When there was no red left, he put his hands over the model of the ship in front of his seat, and pulled it back, slightly.
With a shudder, the crate's frontal thrusters came to life, and the ship floated gently backwards. Aram waited for it to completely clear its dock, then twisted the command model.
He must've twisted it harder than recommended, because the sudden acceleration nearly threw them off their seats. Their suits reacted, analysed vectors and compressed those body areas most susceptible to pool blood in vasodilation. The sensation was uncanny.
"Easy, girl," mumbled the Dacian.
"You can fly this thing?!" asked Mark again, in complete amazement.
"I paid attention on the way here," answered the other.
"But, no offence, you know nothing about how it works!"
"Yeah, well, nobody told me I had to. Now, where's Doi?"
Mark gaped at him stupidly for a few seconds, then finally moved his eyes to the portholes.
"Think we're too far to see it," said Aram. "See if you can make sense of these drawings here."
The screens were covered with information, but Mark had some idea of what he was looking for. He checked each screen until he found the vaguely familiar disc of a radar screen. Good thing those still look about the same, he thought. Assuming they were in the centre, he looked for objects around.
The largest thing was a great semicircle at one side, and he realised it was the Moon. The second largest thing was long, moving slowly away from the centre, and carried a label that said "USS KENNEDY". And the third largest thing was round, like a smaller disc. He clicked on it, but no label appeared.
All the other things on the screen had labels. Transponders, he remembered.
"Has to be this," he said. The round object was to the far left of the screen.
"Turn left, slowly," he instructed. Aram obeyed, twisting the command model. The target on the radar moved sluggishly to the right, until it was almost above the radar centre.
"I got it, I got it" said Aram. "Thing's like a moving map, right?"
"Except for the map part, yeah."
The Dacian carefully manoeuvred the command model, accelerating the ship on its way, then stopped his input. The crate continued on the same speed, until they noticed it was veering off-course.
"Damn thing's broken," observed Aram.
"No," said Mark. "We're in a lunar orbit, so we're already falling towards the Moon. Doi's just staying in orbit. You need to keep adjusting the course."
"The other guy didn't have to."
Mark thought for a second. "Then he was probably using the autopilot, maybe combined with some beacon aboard the Kennedy. At least that's how aircraft worked in my time."
"You had an aircraft?"
"No. But I kept jumping out of them."
"You what?!"
"Yeah, I've had my share of para training. I'll tell you all about it, one day."
Aram focused ahead as he kept making small corrections, and said:
"I learn a new word every day. So, I guess 'para' is another word for 'stupid'."
Mark looked at him, grateful for his friend's attempts to recapture his attention and jumpstart him into usefulness.
"Yeah. Jumping out of a perfectly good aeroplane."
"So. Why hasn't anybody shot at us yet? Nobody to give the order when the captain's gone?"
"I'm sure he's left someone in charge. But our lady friend is probably watching our backs."
"What if they catch her?"
"What difference does it make? We need to keep going."
Aram smiled. "That's better," he said.
 
* * *
 
He could barely contain himself. Alone, using nothing but smooth talk, he had gained access into the amazing warship and the trust of her pilot. Who, for all it seemed, was home alone.
The girl had taken him through one of the curved spokes through which she'd come. He’d noticed chip gun shards everywhere, and avoided them, carefully. She’d floated ahead of him, looking like a fish in water, and he’d done his best to match her graceful moves. Then, they’d reached a stopping wall. His instincts had told him that a new secret was about to be revealed, and seeking to make it easier for the girl, he'd occupied her with some religious small talk. How often she prayed, how important it was to believe in God at times like that, how the righteous would matter at the end. He never made any direct statements, and phrased everything with the utmost attention to keep it inconsequential and neutral. He didn't even know what kind of Christian the girl was, and even if he did, it was doubtful it would've mattered. He just wanted to keep saying the right things.
Gaines was a staunch atheist, but for a treat like this, he was more than willing to become the Pope, hat and everything.
The chitchat helped. While talking, she had placed her hand on the blocking wall, and a myriad of symbols erupted from her palm, as if the wall was one giant touchscreen. She absently touched one of them, and panels opened where there was only solid wall.
She went through it and effortlessly turned on one side. That surprised Gaines, because, used as he was to low-g gymnastics, he couldn't immediately see what caused her to rotate. Then, as she stood on the wall, at ninety degrees to him, he understood.
The room had its own gravity. His SEALS had been right.
The implications were staggering. If the Eurasians had a way to generate gravity where there was none, without the benefit of mass, then that'd be the scientific discovery of the millennium. Gaines really doubted that such a momentous breakthrough could've been kept under wraps. Even compared to the atom bomb of World War II, this was far more important. And, in the twenty-fourth century, it was far more difficult to keep a secret.
It was time to consider the hypothesis that this was not a Queen ship, after all.
Still, too many things fit together. They all spoke English with European accents. One of them had a British military file -- albeit three hundred years old.
Reused identities as cover stories? Easier to come by than fresh new ones, and more confusing? Possible, if doubtful.
Time travellers? Really? But there was no gravity control in the twenty-first century. If there had been, the world would've turned out totally differently. And Gaines, even though a soldier, was also a scientist. He could not seriously entertain the idea of time travel outside of science-fiction books.
But he hadn't really believed in artificial gravity either... until that moment.
Perhaps it wasn't gravity. Maybe some exotic form of magnetism? Negative pressure?
He decided to step through the door. He began feeling the pull of gravity as soon as he approached it. He had almost forgotten how consistent gravity felt; it had been months since he'd last been on a planetary surface.
Always careful not to fall on his side, he balanced through the opening and stepped through, arriving at the same ninety-degree attitude, with the girl watching him with a smile.
"Nice, huh?" she said.
"Wow," was all he could say. Then, again, for good measure: "Wow."
He was in a round chamber, and what he had assumed was a wall, was more likely its floor. The ceiling was domed, and the circular wall was completely nondescript, except for the letters IV on the far side. He had no idea what I and V stood for.
"Turn around," said the girl.
"What? Why?"
"It's a surprise," she said with a slick smile.
He had no option but to comply. However, he took his helmet and pointed it backwards, then, with practised ease, using his forearm muscle suit sensors, he started the helmet recording camera. He'd just watch it later.
But it all took only a few seconds, and then he heard: "OK, turn back!"
He did so, and saw the girl, smiling like any gracious host would, presenting him with a bowl of clear water.
A trick? was his first thought. But to refuse would probably have ruined everything he'd built so far. So, thanking her profusely, he took the bowl and drank in what he hoped looked like big, thirsty gulps. It tasted like water, nothing else.
He thanked her again, and handed her the bowl. She just knelt and laid it on the floor.
"Wow, that was good water," he said. "Got plenty of it?"
"Yeah," she said. "As much as we need."
"That's good," he said. "I gotta tell you, Doyner, this is pretty impressive stuff you got here. Those wall symbols that you use? That... wow, I don't even know how to start."
As she frowned a little, he felt as if he'd said just a little bit too much. Easy, Steve, he thought. Don't want to look too far behind.
"You have your guns," she said. "We have this stuff."
He was quick to turn the tide.
"I'd trade a gun with this stuff, any day of the week and twice on Sunday," he said  with honest enthusiasm.
"Really?" She took it seriously. "Well, maybe we could do that instead of killing each other."
He tipped his head on a side, as if giving the idea careful consideration.
"You know," he said, "that sounds like the best idea I've ever heard."
That encouraged her, just as he'd planned.
"Yeah, sure. You should talk to Mark about it. When he comes back."
"Oh, not me," he was quick to keep his distance. "But yeah, someone high above me should speak to Mark, if you say he's in charge of making the calls."
"He'll be back soon, right?"
"Yeah, sure. In fact, I've been meaning to ask you... How do you know he's not already back, knocking at the airlock as we speak?"
She smiled again. "He's not," she said. "There's nobody out there, except your ship."
"But how do you know?"
"I can feel it," she said.
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"Say what?"
"I can feel it," she repeated.
"You... feel it."
"It's my soul," she added, seriously.
"Oh, of course."
"That's what Aram said, too. I don't understand it very well, either," she shrugged, missing his irony. "But the ship and I have this connection. I can feel what happens with it, and I can tell it what to do, or somehow it knows what to do because of how I feel about what happens to it. Or something like that."
What the hell is she talking about? Gaines wondered. Some sort of ESP? Telepathy, telekinesis?
"Can you show me?"
"Well," she said, "this isn't the command room, but I guess I can show you something."
So there's a command room.
"Sure," he said. "Show me, please."
She pointed to his left.
The room gravity felt pretty much like on Earth, and it was taking its toll. Like anyone else who had business in space for any prolonged amount of time, Gaines took care to prevent muscle atrophy, but one could only do so much. Simply standing upright had become a little painful by now. Focused, as he was, on properly keeping his balance, he hadn't noticed the new object to his left.
An amazingly detailed, three-dimensional projection, seemingly real-time, was floating in the middle of the room, right next to him. The black, toroidal ship was at the centre; just above its central core he could see his own crate, periodically firing its auto-thrusters to maintain position. Behind them, there was the pockmarked surface of the Moon.
The quality of the projection was outstanding. There were no laser artefacts, and no transparency, not even at the edges, which were cut sharply at the edge. The objects were crisp and perfectly reproduced, and invited the touch. He was completely astonished.
"Oh, my God," he involuntarily said the right thing.
"Neat, right? Now check this out."
She gently raised her arms, and her body floated one foot from the floor. Gaines felt no different, so he assumed she had only adjusted the gravity for her particular spot -- either that, or she'd made herself lighter than air. So this is what happened to my SEALS, he thought, bitterly.
But that wasn't what she was trying to show him. Her face focused and serious, she gently waved one hand in front of the other.
He didn't feel anything, but the three-dimensional projection told plenty.
The toroidal ship began to wiggle. That was not only in reference to the floor of the room, but to the Moon surface beneath. But, if he needed any further confirmation that it wasn't a trick, he saw his own crate immediately engaging her auto-thrusters, as it tried to keep up and maintain its parked position relative to the bigger, wobbling ship.
The girl was controlling the ship by power of thought alone.
 
* * *
 
"You had to ask," grumbled Aram.
"Transport ship two, this is the Kennedy. Come in, transport ship two."
"I don't even know where the radio is," said Mark. "Let alone how to talk back or what to say."
A new voice came up in the hidden speakers.
"Crate two, this is lieutenant Jameson. Talk to me, right now."
"Who the fuck's Jameson?" asked the Dacian.
"How should I know?"
"What's a lieutenant? Is everyone a lieutenant?"
"Crate two, this is your last warning. No games. You're on manual, headed towards the enemy. You need to explain yourselves."
"They figured out that we're not flying on autopilot," said Mark.
"Fuck their autopilot right in the arse!"
"Any useful suggestions, though?"
"Fuck are you asking me for?! Aren't you the clever soldier from the future?!"
"Aren't you the pilot in command?"
Aram muttered something Mark didn't understand, in his native proto-Romanian.
"Feeling's mutual," he muttered back.
A thin, bright beam of blinding white light suddenly appeared just on top of them.
"What's that now?"
Mark said nothing.
"I said..."
"I think it's a guiding laser. For their guns."
 
* * *
 
"That is un-fu..." he checked himself in time, and continued with a prolonged,  unconvincing "...ow".
Un-fucking-believable, he finished for himself.
"How are you doing that?"
"I told you. The ship and I work together."
"Yes, but how?"
His suddenly strident tone made her look up at him sharply, as she began to see him with different eyes.
He realised he'd been pushing too far, but to hell with it, this was shattering stuff! Not the discovery of the millennium, but the whole o’ history! This was bigger than fire, bigger than the industrial revolution, bigger than the internet and the string theory! And he was damned if some young brat was gonna stand in his way!
He tried to restore his smile and restrain his enthusiasm, or mask it as awe and admiration, as he asked the big question.
"Can I try?"
"I'm afraid not," she said. "Once the ship connected with me, it won't talk to anyone else."
Bullshit, he thought.
"How did it connect to you?" he asked.
"Try to touch the wall," she answered.
Not without difficulty, he stepped towards the curved wall and placed his gloved hand on it. He didn't feel anything, and nothing happened.
"See?" she said. "But if I touch it..."
She touched the nearest wall, and dozens of symbols jumped outwards from under her palm, equal-sized black-on-yellow glyphs of no meaning to him.
"Doi likes me," she said, smugly.
"How do you know what all those things mean?"
"I don't know. But I did, right from the beginning."
"What beginning?"
"Soon as I came on the ship," she said, then realised she said too much. He saw her reaction and quickly tried a diversion.
"Must've been a cool feeling," he said. "But surely there must be a way to delegate to someone? I mean, you can't be on duty all the time? You must eat, sleep, do something else?"
"Actually, I'm always on duty, even when I sleep," she said. "Doi doesn't seem to have a problem with part of me not being available."
"What if you leave the ship?"
That stumped her for a little while, and she was silent, as he realised that she was really looking for the answer elsewhere. Sure enough, after a few seconds, she spoke again:
"The ship locks itself up, and waits for me to return."
"Come on, there must be a way to let someone else fly it! What if..."
This time, as he stopped in mid-sentence, she looked at him seriously, suddenly appearing much more mature than her age. He didn't finish.
"If I get killed?" she asked, very quietly.
He opened his mouth, then closed it. He tried to smile, but it didn't really work any longer.
"I think you've seen enough, mister Lincoln. What's that message you were talking about?"
Gaines caught on. Her sudden change of heart was the answer he was looking for. The ship needed a human in command, and if its current commander died, it would most certainly seize on to whoever was available next. Certainly that explained Doyner's swift reaction.
And it was exactly what he'd been hoping for.
He decided that there was only so far smooth talk would get him. Looking around with interest, he pulled out his data tablet, as he stepped slowly closer to the girl, then made a big show of browsing its documents.
"Erm... right. I found it," he said, coming even closer. She took a half-step back, and her own low-g area moved backwards with her.
"Okay, here it is," he said as he opened some random document. "Here's the message. It says..."
He raised his eyebrows and spoke, loudly:
"Your friends aren't coming back. You're all alone. You and your ship are now in custody of the United States Air Force, and you are to relinquish command of it to me... right now."
She turned white, and started to make a gesture, but with a swift move, he grabbed her throat. It felt thin and frail, but he squeezed it with a good solid grip, and her whiteness soon became pink, then red.
"You little fucking bitch," he said. "You freaky, stupid brat. You are going to tell the ship to listen to me, if you wanna live. Right now."
She grabbed his arm with her small hands, trying to wrestle herself away, eyes huge and suddenly filled with panic and tears.
He pulled her out of her low-g zone, and had to fight to keep her steady. Then, he put his other hand on the wall.
"Tell it to give me control. I wanna see all those symbols work for me. Or you die right here, alone, right now, and I get the ship anyway."
She croaked a little, trying to scratch his hand and pry open his fingers, but Gaines was a strong man. His face a cold mask of raw fury and hatred, he no longer faked anything.
"I know you can't speak, and I know you don't need to. Just do what I said. Do it, right now. You've already lost the war. There's no point resisting. I want this ship and you're gonna give it to me."
He glanced at his other hand on the wall; nothing changed.
Then, he looked back at her. She'd closed her eyes; her puffed, blackened lips were moving, very slowly.
She'd started her trip through the stars with a prayer; now, as she felt life draining away from her, she sought to finish it with the same prayer. She hadn't chosen to be there, she didn't know how or why things had turned out that way, but she had really tried to cope. She'd trusted one man too many, and now that would cost her her life. She desperately wanted to live, to see what the world looked like hundreds of years after her time, and most of all, she didn't want to lose her communion with Doi. The ship felt alive through her; by dying, she thought she was killing it, too.
She focused on the words of the prayer. Sed libera nos a Malo, she managed to think, and then darkness stole her.


XXX.
Εἰρωνεία.
The ancient Greeks invented the word. It came from the name Eirôn, who was devised as a comedic character in their theatre plays. The ancient Greeks knew humour, and they liked it. Their descendants enjoyed it too, as the word caught on and found itself first applied to people, and then to situations. It became a means to anthropomorphise abstract concepts, to inject an aspect of humanity into them that would agree with the general opinion on those abstract concepts.
That is how, thousands of years later, a man named Thomas Hardy employed the word in a series of poems to describe the act of God toying with the mortals, just for the hell (pun intended!) of it. Hardy's stylistic device was known as "irony of fate".
Whether there is an actual God, a collection of them, or any sort of entity functioning as Fate is not really the point. Most people believe, or have believed, at some point or another, in Cosmic irony.
What goes around, comes around, some say. Life is not without a sense of irony, said a famous film character. And when life gives you lemons... started a whole string of jokes.
It was, then, nothing short of ironic that commander Steven Gaines of the United States Space Ship Kennedy was, again, suffocating.
It was ironic because, this time, it had nothing to do with acceleration, and everything to do with two broken ribs that had punctured his right lung. Air had escaped from it into his thorax, causing him a great deal of pain and an inability to breathe properly.
The space suit he was wearing was a marvel of military technology. It collected an incredible amount of medical data -- the low blood pressure, the slow breathing, the occasional arrhythmia, and a lot of nerve transport patterns --, computed and prepared a suitable drug cocktail, and injected it into its occupant.
But the marvel that it was, it was still a military device. Its principal purpose had been set in stone for its creators: to keep space soldiers able to fight for as long as humanly and medically possible.
It didn't offer treatment. It couldn't; an operating room would've been needed anyway. But it did offer pain relief and a chemically induced will to carry on.
So, instead of the pain, Gaines only felt strong chest pressure. His suit was pumping one hundred percent pure oxygen into his helmet, but not enough of it was finding its way into his blood, whose red cells had become burdened with sticky carbon monoxide molecules. Bicarbonate, stored in his plasma on its way out of the body, could not get unloaded quickly enough. Part of his brain was already screaming for oxygen, and the other part was too busy to care.
Foggily, Gaines recalled the recent events.
He'd been holding the girl up by her neck, by sheer physical force and determination. He didn't care about killing her; it was war. People died in war. It was the only way to win. And he was a soldier. Not just any soldier; he was a cruiser commander on his way to the top. And some top that was going to be.
What had happened next, he was not completely sure.
A slowly pulsating light on his visor reminded him that the camera had been recording all along. He remembered having started the recording as he'd been making his way into the ship. His aching fingers slowly gestured inside the glove, and forearm sensors interpreted the muscle movements as interface commands. The recording was accessed and played back in his helmet, in a corner of his visor.
The helmet hadn't been on his head at the time, so even though the camera had an excellent wide angle, it wasn't an ideal one. On top of that, it was upside-down.
He heard himself say, "...and you're gonna give it to me." Then, there was silence for a few seconds. The wide-angle recording showed a pair of bare feet hanging limply. Not a sound was captured. He dimly remembered having felt triumphant and confident.
The next instant, a huge, horrible scream filled his helmet headset, so loud that the active control player had to instantly reduce the volume to avoid causing ear damage. Two dark shapes had sprung at him like meteors impacting the Moon, dead on. By now, he remembered feeling surprised and not comprehending what exactly was going on.
He slowed down the playback, scrolled back, and the two dark shapes resolved into two people, dressed in United States space suits, who were roaring at the top of their lungs.
They'd knocked him off his feet so badly that he'd felt his bones crack. Before he'd even touched the floor, one of them smashed him in the face, harder than he thought a human being could hit. He'd been already falling with his head half-turned; a frontal hit, he was sure, would have driven his nose right up into his skull.
The other raging monster had gripped his arm and forced him to release the girl. He didn't know exactly how, he only remembered sharp, acute pain in the back of his palm and his fingers automatically releasing their hold.
And then, fallen on his side, his clattering helmet, still attached to his suit, still working, continued to record the mother of all beatings, in which two mad bastards were kicking seven shades of shit out of an American officer.
And so it came to be that, from where he nearly had his hands on the greatest discovery in the entire history of mankind, commander Steven Gaines was now floating freely in a slowly decaying lunar orbit, with his ass glued to a disarmed atomic bomb.
And that turn of events was, indeed, ironic.
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A little earlier.
 
It was his fourth spaceship. He didn't know whether four spaceships were a lot in the life of a modern Earthman. What he knew for sure was that four spaceships were exactly four more than he'd ever believed to exist.
That he was in his fourth spaceship was amazing.
That he was flying it was... impossible.
And yet, there he was, weaving around the thin stream of green light that Mark had called a "laser" with which the Americans were trying to "get a lock on them".
It took some pretty interesting flying; or maybe that woman, who called herself a targeting officer, was not trying hard enough to aim well. It was miraculous that he could even fly in a straight line for the first minutes of the trip; now he was turning this way and that, subjecting himself and Mark to weird changes of weight which were proportional to the amount of input he made to the control model, to which their American space suits were responding automatically but still, somehow, taking him by surprise.
After a particularly tight barrel turn during which he also yawed a hundred and eighty degrees, he risked a glance at Mark. The Englishman was white as lime.
"Fuck it, let them shoot us, just stop," he muttered, clutching the arms of his seat.
Aram knew that he wasn't serious. Or, at least, he hoped so.
He was flying like a, well, fly. With sudden and extreme changes in direction and attitude, but always getting closer to Doi, he somehow managed to maintain his spatial orientation. He always knew where the Moon was; where the cruiser and Doi were. He barely had to look at the moving map. His instincts told him how to plan each manoeuvre, and his hands seemed to do it automatically. At times, for fractions of seconds, he looked at himself, thinking I am flying over the Moon and not believing it one bit.
But the white laser and the constant reminder of the danger that they'd left Doina in made him a believer again and again.
"Running out of propellant, I think," Mark said.
Aram hadn't considered that. He also hadn't considered the battery charge, or what his flying was doing to the ship, or how much air there was left. Those problems were too remote to someone who couldn't even believe he was doing what he was doing. Fortunately, Doi was close.
And an identical crate was parked just above its opened airlock.
"How are we gonna get inside?" he wondered, for the first time.
"Well, I've been thinking," said Mark.
Not that sick, after all.
 
What they did was crazy. They put their crate on a collision trajectory with the parked crate, flying backwards, for the last few tens of metres; then they jumped out into space, through the airlock inbetween the dying thrusters, staying on the same general trajectory, but slowing down relative to their own crate. Mark had figured out how to use his suit's own stabilisation thrusters. This way, they managed to keep the crate between themselves and the cruiser, and when the two ships collided, they were only a few metres away from Doi's airlock.
There was no explosion, the crates didn't even break up. They were built for war, made to transport troops under heavy enemy fire. But still, the impact was enough for the parked crate to lose its fix, and they both went tumbling through space, away from Doi and the Moon.
The Dacian was genuinely sorry to see them go.
Carefully braking them both, Mark got into the airlock and pulled Aram as well. The bomb was still there, unmoved, unchanged. To Mark's endless gratitude, the wall responded to his touch and he shut the outer iris immediately.
And then, of course, they ran through the panels that Doi had left open, saw her unconscious in Gaines' death grip while they were still in the spoke, and they both charged into the room screaming bloody murder.
Aram hit Gaines in the head. Mark's reflexes kicked in, and with a nerve technique he hadn't had to use in many years, he quickly forced the American to let go of Doina.
He wanted to tend to her, and he did. He began to resuscitate her, compressing her chest and forcing air into her small lungs. He didn't have time to feel, he only had time to do. But he knew that, if he were to fail again, this time he would choose to not go on. And, in a remote sort of way, he almost wished for it.
Counting and pressing, his arms carefully locked at the elbows, fingers intertwined, he blocked all thoughts and pushed on.
He did not fail again.
And, as soon as Doina drew in her third breath by herself, he got up and joined Aram.
 
They beat Gaines quietly and methodically, while the girl crawled away and refused to look. They stopped when they thought he was about to die. They  discussed what to do next, and again Mark had the winning suggestion. They carried him to the airlock, and Doina made the ship glue the officer to his bomb. Then, they calmly explained to him that they were going to jettison them both, so if he was going to disarm the bomb, that would be a good time to do it. Gaines didn't answer, so they gave him a minute, and then did just that.
The bomb did not go off. Mark's plan worked.
Which was good, considering that Aram's plan had been to just go on with the beating for a while longer.
After a few good minutes, one of the smaller ships approached (it was a Wing, as Gaines had called them), to recover their cruiser commander. But nobody opened fire anymore. Nobody attacked. They just moved out of the way.
Still sobbing, shocked and physically hurt beyond any immediate ability to speak, Doi moved to Room One and took the starship out of Moon orbit, leaving behind only death, pain and betrayal. Mark was never more than a few steps away, not talking, just being there. Aram sat on the floor with his eyes closed, clutching his right shoulder, an ancient man with bloody knuckles who suddenly knew what it was like to fly, and wanted nothing more than to do it again.


XXXII.
Doina took the starship out of the solar system plane, just to get away. She had about enough sense to make it fly slowly, way outside relativistic effects, although she was sorely tempted to escape at near-light speed and come back in a few hundred years or so.
They ate in silence.
As soon as they'd left, Mark had told Doina everything. The truth about his past life, just as he'd told it to Aram in that cell inside the American cruiser. He'd tried his best to make the story a little less gruesome, and a little easier to digest. But the girl had understood everything. She'd listened in silence, nodding while she was preparing another compress for Aram's shoulder.
They ate in silence.
The men still wore their American space suits. Aram was using his left hand. They had detached the suit helmets and abandoned them to one side. They didn't look at each other. Mark's face was bruised, and he took small, careful bites from a red meal bar, trying to not use his lips very much.
After a few minutes, Doina stood up, wordlessly, and went into the room below. Aram glanced at Mark, but said nothing. After a few seconds, the girl returned with their former clothes: Aram's pants, blouse and leather shoes, and Mark's shirt, jeans, socks and Timberlands. They were neatly packed into two bundles, tied with grey elastic.
The men accepted the bundles, then looked at each other, and finally back at her. Sober, in her dark clothes, with her usual ponytail, and with those ugly bruises on her neck, she returned their gaze in silence.
"Thanks," spoke Aram for the first time, unpacking his third century clothes.
"Thank you, Doi," added Mark as he began to undo his own bundle.
And then, he stopped.
"Actually, I have an idea," he said, putting the bundle down.
He made a pause, then spoke slowly and sombrely:
"We have all bled for this ship, all three of us. We didn't ask to be here, but the ship chose us, and we are here, and we're all trying to make the best of it."
He stood up in front of their small, improvised table.
"We all want to believe that we are here for a reason. And I sincerely hope that is so. But we know we're not going back to our times."
He met their eyes and carried on.
"The three of us, unarmed, landed right in the middle of a space war, and not only are we still alive, but we actually didn't do too badly at all. Considering the space war."
Aram nodded approvingly. He knew a thing or two about the life expectancy of people who ended up in random wars.
"We all bled for Doi-the-ship. This ship chose us. We are now its crew. I think it's time to act like a crew, and not like three random people brought together by fate."
He pointed at Doina's black suit and, with a nod, he said:
"A ship's crew must have a ship's uniform."
 
They agreed on black. Black pants and jackets worn over t-shirts, with small, high collars, basically adapted copies of Doina's own creation, made of the same strange, but incredibly strong material. For footwear, after some discussion, they settled on soft shoes, which seemed perfect for their environment. They added the word "DOI" in silver letters on the sleeves and on the left side of the chest, in exactly the same writing that stood on the outer hull. When the men had changed and floated back into the room, all three looked at each other, forming a small triangle in the middle of the floor. For a few seconds, nobody said anything, then Doina reached out to both men and took their hands.
"Thank you for saving my life," she said to them both.
"Let's have a rule," said Mark. "I know we all agree, but it needs to be said. This is our home, now. Has to be. None of us have anything left other than this ship, and whatever future lies in front of us." He met their approving looks, straightened, breathed in and said, simply:
"I swear to protect this crew and this ship."
Aram also straightened up and said:
"I swear to protect this crew and this ship."
The twelve-year-old girl, too, stood straight and sounded like a very mature woman when she repeated, without a trace of hesitation, loud and clear:
"I swear to protect this crew and this ship."
Every fibre in Mark's body wanted to snap to attention and throw the sharpest salute of his life. But this wasn't about Her Majesty (was there even still a British Empire? he wondered briefly) and certainly not about the Army. There was no chain of command, no other oath of service than those nine words they had each uttered. There was nobody to salute but themselves. He didn't move.
Aram sighed and looked down.
"I know why you're here, Doi," he said, slowly, looking down. "You run this ship. Hell, you are this ship, far as I can tell. And I know why you're here, Mark. You can think. You know what to do, and how, and when."
He kept his gaze down.
"Until a few hours ago, I had no idea what my part was in all of this. I know I can throw big rocks out of the airlock, but I don't really think that's it for me." His lips tightened into a small smile.
"Then I had to fly one of those damn crates, and fucking hell if I wasn’t actually good at it. I mean, I didn't just pull through. I didn't break anyone's face in a fist fight. I actually flew... a space ship. On my own. It was more than I ever dreamed of. It was more than the birds can do. It was..." he dug for a word and came up with: "magnificent."
"That is was. That it really was," said Mark, softly.
“You know, now that I've done that, part of me thinks I could die happy. But I don't wanna die. Happy or otherwise. I wanna fly. 'Cuz I think I'm good at it. And, you know what? I miss it. I really do. I miss that little crate. I wish we had one."
Then, for the first time since they'd arrived behind the Moon, Doina smiled. It was a big, full-face smile, the sort of smile that someone makes when they know they're about to drop a huge surprise.
"Why?" she asked Aram. "What's wrong with ours?"
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"Doi, this is Effo, over."
"Yeah, he loves this," said Mark.
"I heard that."
"Aram, aren't you a little close to those rocks?"
"You mean these huge mountains?"
"Mark said they're called asteroids."
"Hey, check this out!"
The sleek, small ship matched its speed with one of the larger asteroids in the belt beyond Mars, moved about a little looking for a flat spot, and landed softly, in one smooth manoeuvre.
"One small step for a Dacian," murmured Mark.
"Well, I guess I'm the first Dacian on an asteroid," confirmed Aram, proudly.
"Are you sure it's safe?"
"Feels alright to me."
"Doina?"
The girl looked at the enlarged three-dimensional projection and shrugged.
"Far as Doi can tell, he's just landed on a piece of rock. It's a hard rock. I don't think it'll explode or anything."
"Well, it's a hard rock hurtling through space at thirty kilometres per second, together with a few hundred thousand others, constantly colliding with each other. Not to mention, who knows what's inside."
She smiled and looked up at him.
"Yeah, but look how happy he is."
 
A while earlier, they'd found the small ship parked right underneath the airlock. Doina had no previous knowledge of small spaceships (or the outer space at all, for that matter), so she hadn't known what it was, and had just set it aside next to another thousand things that she didn't yet understand. But, when she'd seen Mark and Aram leave with the American soldiers in their transport they called a "crate", she'd made the connection. The thing under the airlock was to Doi what a boat was to a ship.
It was round, and with its flat bottom it fit perfectly underneath the starship's central airlock cylinder. Right in the centre it had a smooth bump, which, when parked, fit in the thick floor of the airlock, and could be accessed through an iris. They'd all gone to the airlock to inspect it; when Doina found on the wall the correct glyph to access the ship underneath, Mark said:
"How many other surprises like this do we have in store?"
"I really don't know," said the girl, with a slightly embarrassed smile. "I don't really understand what most of the stuff we have does."
"I'm happy you can fly us around, Doi," he said. "But some of these things could really, really turn up to be useful."
She understood the implication. In those times where none of them belonged, they needed every edge they could get.
"I'll try to explore it more. I promise."
Aram was peering down inside the opening.
"Doesn't look anything like the crate," he said.
"It's configurable," she pronounced carefully.
Like the rest of the starship, thought Mark.
"Meaning?" asked Aram.
"You'll see."
 
The small ship, connected to Doi's larger intelligence, embraced Aram the moment he climbed down inside. It detected his physiology, generated the correct atmosphere, and moulded itself into a comfortable seat. And then, all of a sudden, it closed the iris.
"Hey, hey, hey," said Mark from above, in alarm. "Open it back, Doina."
"I can hear you fine," Aram's voice came from the walls.
"You alright in there?"
"Yeah, I don't feel anything wrong. I can breathe and everything. I'm sat down on something that came out of nowhere, but it feels fine."
"See anything?"
"Nothing. I mean, there's light down here, but nothing much to see."
"We should be able to see him, too," said Doina. "Let's get back to One."
"I heard that," Aram said.
Mark and Doina went back to the starship's designated command and control room. It had that lower grav that the girl preferred, but Mark was used to it by then. She produced a range of glyphs, gently floating in the air in front of her, and picked one. A half-size projection of Aram's upper torso immediately appeared.
"Oh. Hi," he said, a little startled, looking slightly downwards.
"You can see us too?"
"Yeah, you're right above my knees. I can see your heads... wait... yeah, I can zoom in and out. I can see all of One now. This is really cool!" he said, excitedly.
After a few seconds of having fun with his comm hologram, he asked:
"Hey Doi, where are the commands on this thing? How do I tell it what to do? Come to think of it, are you sure it can fly? This isn't the ship's, I don't know, food store or something?"
"You have to tell it what you want."
"I have to tell it?! How the hell do I know what I want?! I'm from year..."
"Yeah, yeah, you're old, I know," she said, smiling at him. "But remember that Doi wasn't made for humans in particular. It was made to adapt to anybody."
Aram looked around him, drew a big breath, then said:
"OK. Give me a moment."
Then, the image went away.
"Doi?" said Mark with alarm.
"He's fine," she said. "I can hear his heart."
"You what?!"
"He's fine," she repeated.
The Brit opened his mouth, then closed it again.
 
She switched to an outside view of the starship's airlock cylinder, seen slightly from underneath. A few minutes had passed since Aram had been in contact. Mark was pacing around the projection, trying not to get worried.
They were parked about a million kilometres above the star system plane, away from Earth's orbit around the Sun. They'd ended up there after Mark had asked for a "quiet place" to investigate their newly discovered piece of inventory. He felt confident that the Moon War would not reach them at that distance.
"Look," said Doina, as if feeling what was about to happen -- which she probably was.
Slowly, a very thin slice of the airlock cylinder lowered itself into space. It was a razor thin disc, but as it distanced itself from the starship, millimetre by millimetre, they could see that its width increased towards a central bump. Its bottom was completely flat, but the gentle curves on the top side reminded Mark of pictures he'd seen as a young boy.
"It looks like a UFO," he said, between amazement and amusement.
"A what?" asked Doina.
"Unidentified Flying Object. People sometimes saw them in the sky and thought aliens were visiting."
"And why does it look like one?"
"People also called them 'flying saucers'".
"Really?" The girl was genuinely surprised. "So you've seen ships like this before?"
"Not me," he said.
"Well. This one's not unidentified."
"Yeah. This one's just FO."
Then, Aram's voice came back. 
"Effo," he said. "I like that."
"How's it going in there?" asked Mark, relieved to hear him again.
"I'll tell you when I get back."
"What? Why? From where?"
Aram said nothing.
"Aram, can you hear me?"
"Yeah, I can. I'm clear of Doi, all's good."
"We know, we can see."
"Hold on then; I think I'm about to do something interesting."
Two fissures appeared in the middle of the small, disc-shaped ship. They started close to the central bump which housed the pilot, and continued, symmetrically, all the way to its edge. They were curved and, for a moment, inexplicable, until they became explained.
The sides of the ship began to roll upwards.
Where the ship had appeared to be a perfectly rigid disc, its sides now curled slowly upwards, along the newly created fissures, the left one wrapping around the right one, creating a protective tunnel above the cockpit.
The part of the disc that now appeared to be the back remained in place -- a wide, gently curved tail, that was still razor-sharp at the rear edge. But the central bump was now covered by the rolled sides, giving the vessel an amazing, sleek shape.
"Whoa," said Mark. "That is really cool."
"Yeah, I had no idea," said Doina too, also impressed.
"What's it like in there, Aram?"
"I think this is the long-distance configuration," came the answer. "How does it look from the outside?"
"Like you wouldn't believe, mate."
"Yeah. I'm sure it does. Race you?"
"You what?!"
"Come on. We gotta see what this thing can do."
Mark looked at Doina, who smiled and shrugged.
"A few minutes ago you didn't even know how to turn it on, now you want a race?"
"Oh, I've turned it on, alright."
"How are you controlling it?"
There was a small pause.
"Like the crate, mostly," came the answer. "It's the only way I knew, really. I got a kind of command model in here. And I really can't wait to see how it works."
"Careful, now. We don't know if you'll feel the acceleration or not. Don't push it too hard. Don't wanna find you five light-years away turned into atom-sized pulp."
"Thanks for that thought," replied Aram. "Yeah, I'll start small."
"OK. You really want to call it Effo?"
"Why not?"
"FO can come from other words too, you know."
"So, what are you thinking? 'Fuckin' Otter'?"
Mark laughed.
"Fine, Effo. You are cleared for a cautious test drive, and I emphasise cautious."
There was silence.
"What am I supposed to say to confirm? Yes?"
Mark laughed again.
"Well, you could say 'Roger'."
"Roger? Isn't that a name? Who came up with that?"
"I... erm, that's actually a good question. I think it's how they used to call the letter R, which stood for 'received'. I think."
"Why not just say 'received' then?"
"You wanna fly that thing or what?"
"Roger."
And then, after a second:
"This is Effo, departing."
 
The test ride went very well indeed. Aram and his Effo accelerated slowly, away from the Sun, and Aram confirmed he was feeling no g-forces at all, only happiness and elation. Mark wanted to call it a day and suggest that he come back in, but  in the end he didn't have the heart. They did race, eventually; they picked the asteroid belt as a target, and Effo achieved the considerable speed of over two hundred and eighty kilometres per second. Doi kept up effortlessly, but the girl took care to always remain at a safe distance behind Aram, who was rolling and weaving and bobbing like a crazed space sparrow, yelling like a hyperactive kid in a toy store.
When he arrived at the asteroid field, he proceeded to carelessly use them as moving obstacles, barely clearing them on ever more daring flight trajectories, that had Mark constantly cringing.
And then, he simply landed on one.
 
"Yeah, but look how happy he is," said the girl.
"I've been meaning to ask you this, Doi. Do you have any idea how it is that Effo can talk to us? Do we have radio, after all?"
She concentrated and looked around her, as she did whenever he was asking her a complicated question about the starship, with an answer she either didn't have, or wasn't quite sure how to put into words.
"I don't think it's radio, not the way you described it. To talk to Effo, Doi is making very very tiny changes in the stuff around us, that gives us all weight."
"Gravity field modulation," whispered Mark. "Or that Higgs thing. That's completely unheard of."
"Maybe to the people of our days."
"No, Doi. The people living now certainly don't have it, either. Such a technology would literally change the world. It really makes me wonder what the ship builders look like."
"I've asked," she said.
"You did?"
"Yeah, I've asked the ADM to tell me something about the place where Doi was born. I sort of felt it was something I should know."
"And?"
"And nothing. It said all such knowledge had been locked in its mind until we're nearly there."
"Some sort of security provision. In case the starship ends up in the wrong hands, or something like that," he said. Then, he asked:
"What if we pretended we wanted to go there, and once the ADM gave us useful information, we changed our mind, or brought an army or something?"
"Would you?"
"I'm just asking, Doi."
"No, I know. But would you? I mean, would you try to play games with something so powerful that it borrowed the English language directly from your head and put it in ours?"
Again, that got Mark thinking. First, he thought about the true rapport between Doi-the-ship and its human crew. He realised, for the first time, that they were  merely allowed to do with the ship what they wanted; at least, thus far. And, most likely, they did not have complete freedom. He now suspected that the ADM would prevent them from doing anything that would seriously harm the starship.
Then, he noted again how much Doina had grown, and the adult that replaced her whenever she was talking for the starship. In that small, frail body that still had those ugly, dark bruises on her neck (they made his hairs prickle every time he saw them) there seemed to live a little, twelve-year-old girl, and a strong, young woman -- backed up by the most alien, powerful and beautiful machine that the mankind had ever encountered.
And that reminded him of something.
"Effo, this is Doi. Aram, do you read?"
"Read what? I'm flying here!"
Once more, Mark smiled.
"How's the ship?"
"Like a second skin, that's how. Like I was born to fly it."
"I strongly suspect that you were. Listen, I have a question."
"Go on."
"Did you notice if Effo has any sort of... offensive capabilities?"
Startled, Doina looked up at him.
"I'm only asking, Doi."
She said nothing, and looked elsewhere.
"Erm, not as yet. But give me a minute."
Mark nodded, even though the link was, at the moment, audio only.
"Doi, do you mind getting back the holographic comms? Or is that a problem?"
"It's not a problem," she said, a little dryly. A few seconds later, Aram’s preoccupied head appeared in a secondary three-dimensional projection, next to the one that showed the asteroid field and Effo negotiating its way through the huge rocks.
The Dacian was looking straight ahead, brow knitted, biting his lower lip.
"If I were you, I wouldn't be fiddling with the ship's computer, or whatever it is, while flying through a world of rocks," Mark said, quietly.
Aram opened his mouth, then looked down towards his own holocomms, thought better and replied:
"Yeah, I guess you're right. Let me pick a place and land."
With a graceful arch, still flying at an amazing speed, he chose a flat surface on one of the greater asteroids and landed smoothly at the end of a roll meant to get him in sync with the rock's trajectory, just as if he'd been doing it all his life. Mark began to feel jealous. He thought to ask whether he might have a go, but decided that it wasn't a good time; besides, he had once tried to fly straight and level in a helicopter and thought it was very difficult.
"I'm down!"
"What?!" Mark jumped, trying to look at both holograms at once. "What happened?! Why?!"
"Whoa, what's wrong with you? I'm down on the rock. I've landed."
"Jesus Christ, Aram. When a pilot says he's down, it usually means he's been shot out of the sky."
"Yeah, number one, we gotta sit down and agree on what we say and when, soon as I'm back, because right now I'm afraid to say that my butt itches, 'cuz maybe you'll think I'm abandoning ship or something."
"Sorry, mate. You're right, we'll do that. What's number two?"
"Number two, stop calling me Jesus Christ."
Doina let out a small guffaw.
"I'll remember that. Is there a number three?"
"We'll see. Give me that minute now."
Mark shut up. Aram looked ahead and started talking, in a small voice, uttering words that made no sense to the Brit.
He looked at Doina and mouthed voicelessly: What?
She gestured quickly, muting the call from their end, then trying to listen to Aram's words, and watching his lips intently at the same time.
After a few moments, she said:
"He... He's talking to the ship. I can't understand all the words, but he's asking it about things."
"Effo knows Dacian?!" Mark was, again, truly amazed.
"Well, I don't think that anything in our heads is a big secret to it."
He swallowed hard.
In the projection, Aram suddenly nodded a few times, then spoke English again.
"Mark, you there?"
"Right here."
"I couldn't hear you for a few moments."
"Found anything?"
"I think so. Tell you what. You got any particular rock you hate more than the others?"
Mark laughed. "No, not really. Why?"
"Well, I'll just pick one, then."
Effo lifted off and launched into a chase after a smaller asteroid. It was still at least twice as big as the pointed ship.
"You wanna have a go at it?" Mark asked.
"That's the plan," came the answer. "You asked about offensive capabilities, well, I'm ready to offend."
"With what?"
"You'll see."
"Well, tell me, can't you? What did you find? Lasers, bullets, photon torpedoes?"
"That last one is a really stupid name for a gun," observed Aram. "Reckon you just made it up."
"Seriously now, Aram. What is it?"
"Fuck should I know?! It's a gun. It fires many tiny somethings that are incredibly heavy."
"Mate, you're beginning to sound like Doina."
"Actually, yeah, you do," chimed in the girl, with a half smile.
"Well, let me do it and you can tell me what it was afterwards."
"Aren't you a bit too trigger happy? What if the rock blows up in your face?"
There was silence, as the distance between the asteroid and Effo increased visibly.
"What's the range of that gun?"
"Fuck's sake, Mark. I don't know. We're gonna find out soon, if you stop with the questions."
"Climb up a little, will you. Don't want to get hit by debris."
Aram rolled his eyes, forgetting the others could see him, and said nothing, but climbed out of the asteroid belt plane, increasing the distance even more.
"OK, happy?"
It was Mark's turn to roll his eyes.
"This is Effo, requesting permission to shoot at that damn thing already."
"Yeah, cheeky. Permission granted, you are clear to go weapons hot and fire at will," Mark played along.
"Oooh, get you. Right, firing in three, two, one."
The rock disintegrated in a puff of tiny particles. There was no fire, obviously, and no massive explosion; it simply turned into a slowly expanding cloud of dust. Nothing remained of it that was visible; Mark was ready to assume that it had been broken down at least into individual molecules. Doina zoomed into the place where the asteroid had been, and even at maximum magnification, there was nothing left. Nothing at all.
"Wow. I've offended the shit out of it, haven't I," came Aram's pleasantly surprised voice.
 
Later, after Aram had returned and docked Effo back underneath the airlock cylinder, they were eating and talking.
The atmosphere wasn't quite the same as before, when they had no idea what lay ahead of them. After the incidents with the Kennedy, they were tired and changed.
But now they were all wearing the black uniforms of their starship, and they had discovered Effo, and they were a team. A team that was much stronger than the sum of its parts.
"Out of interest, how were you targeting?"
"I was just looking at whatever I wanted to hit, and Effo got it."
"Isn't that a bit risky? What if you looked at Doi?"
"I have to press down with my heel for the gun to actually fire."
"Some gun, that."
"Yeah. I'm thinking of calling it The Offender."
Mark laughed. Doina smiled, but said nothing, looking at her feet. The Brit noticed, and asked, very calmly, quietly and matter-of factly:
"So, I guess if Effo has a cannon, so does Doi, right?"
"I guess," said Doina, in a very small voice.
Aram stopped with his meal bar half-way to his mouth.
"The ADM lied to us," he said.
"Yes, it did," said Mark, equally quietly, trying not to stare at the girl.
She chewed on, still looking down. The two men waited in silence.
"I didn't know what it was," she said, eventually. "I've never seen a cannon, and whatever this thing on Effo is, it doesn't look like... what I've heard cannons look like."
"But you knew we had guns."
"It's not really a gun," she said.
Aram was about to speak, but Mark threw him a hard look. Without a word, he leant back towards the wall behind him, touched it and chose the ADM symbol.
"It is the ship's propulsion system, reconfigured as a weapon," said the ADM.
"But I've asked you a direct question," said Mark. "I've asked you whether this ship had offensive capabilities, and you've said that it didn't."
"I lied," said the machine.
Mark was stumped for a second.
"Well... I thought computers couldn't lie," he said, for lack of anything better.
"Why would computers be unable to do something that humans can do just fine? Lying is not that difficult."
"Doina...?" asked Aram.
"I know, it's been sounding more and more human lately. I guess it's learning from us," she said, neutrally.
"This lying sack of shit let me throw rocks at spaceships, while it had a huge fuck-off gun tucked away?"
"Why did you lie?" asked Mark.
"To protect you."
"We nearly died, you alien turd!" yelled Aram, again.
"No Aram, the ADM's right," said Mark, calmly. "And Doina, you probably knew it all along."
"What?!" The Dacian was beginning to heat up.
"If we'd started shooting American vessels, we would've then had to keep going until every last one of them was dead, because they would not have given up."
"So? Do I have to remind you that they were all trying to kill us?"
"So, we would've killed hundreds of people who wouldn't really have stood a chance, and made a very powerful enemy, the United States of America with Bloody Space Ships. And whatever allies they have."
That kept Aram quiet.
"You would have made an enemy of the whole Earth," said the ADM. "The show of force would have been far too impressive, for the others to risk dealing with you."
They had nothing to say to that.
"Forgive me," said Doina to both of them. "I didn't know we had a gun, honest. But I knew Doi-the-ship could have killed all those soldiers, and I didn't want to let that happen."
"No kid should ever have to make that call," agreed Aram, sombrely.
"That's right," said Mark. "But I'm not a kid. ADM, we need to know about this weapon. How does it work?"
"Directional calibrated resonating gravity field oscillations," came the straight answer.
Mark exhaled audibly, Doina just shrugged.
"If it's even true," said Aram, morosely. "Anyway, who cares how it works? It blows great things to fine dust, and that's good enough for me."
"Does it need to recharge? Does it need ammo? What's its rate of fire? How do we aim it? Hell, how many do we actually have? Can we have portable ones?" asked Mark.
Hearing the last question, Aram perked up a little and shot him an approving glance.
"Aram is right," said the ADM. "Let the ship take care of the weapon. It will be available when you want it available, for as long as you do."
"Assuming you agree with the way we want to use it."
"Yes." Another straight answer.
"I see."
"Portable weaponry is also possible."
"No," said Doina, suddenly, shaking her head. "Please. No guns here on the ship."
Mark and Aram looked at each other, and decided not to press the point.
"That brings us to the last point on the agenda," said the Brit, opening his left palm and peering into it. "ADM, have you ever heard about Greenwich?"
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Mark had learned the ten digits by heart. He was familiar with geographical coordinates; map reading, next to cleaning one's teeth and weapon, had always been one of the most basic skills drilled into soldiers. (Although, to be fair, he'd already known about maps and hygiene when he'd joined the Royal Green Jackets.)
The coordinates were obviously important, so he'd had them committed to memory, first chance he had. However, since the blue ink was still visible on his skin, he checked them again.
Initially, he thought he'd just ask Doina for a projection of the Earth, figure out where the Equator and Greenwich were, and plot the position himself. But then it dawned on him that maybe teaching the starship about the human system of coordinates might come in handy at some point, so he invested fifteen minutes in explaining the Great Circles, degrees of arcs, subdivisions, cardinal points and hemispheres.
Doina and Aram listened to his explanations with interest.
"Never really thought numbers could be that useful," said the Dacian. "Especially after the Romans came and fucked them up."
"Did the Dacians have their own number system before the Romans, then?" asked Mark with some interest.
Aram eyed him sarcastically and answered:
"No, we just walked about telling each other damn, I sure wish those Romans would conquer us already and teach us how to count."
Doina laughed.
"Never really thought about that," said Mark. "I guess you're right, though."
"Yeah, there was life before the Romans," said the blond man wryly.
Mark changed the subject.
"Doi, can the ship get us above these coordinates?"
"Yes, Mark," she answered without hesitation.
"That's good. Could we approach on a spiral trajectory? Always moving along with the Earth as it rotates, so from their perspective it looks as if we're coming straight down?"
She took a few seconds to make sure she understood his meaning.
"Yes, I can do that. But why?"
"If I understood lieutenant Lawry right, that's going to be Chinese territory. Or Eurasian, assuming China is still in Asia, which I'm really hoping. In any case, it makes sense that political boundaries extend vertically upwards, like airspace used to in my day, so by approaching vertically with respect to China, we should be staying out of enemy territory."
"I understand. That's good thinking."
"So, no problems then?"
"Well, there's one or two," said the girl.
He gave her his full attention.
"Go on."
"One, speed. If we don't go in fast enough, we may fly a little close to the Moon, depending on what time we choose to arrive and where the Moon will be in her own movement."
He looked at her with genuine admiration.
"You're thinking like an astrophysicist, Doi. That's very well spotted, and I hadn't thought of that. Suggestions?"
"Well, I can fly by really quickly, but there's a limit in the distance I need to brake." More and more, she was referring to the starship in the first person.
"So, to them, we'd effectively be coming out of nowhere, because I know Doi can brake pretty amazingly fast."
"Yeah, I guess. And I can accelerate very quickly too, but we don't want to fiddle with the passage of time."
"That's true. Can I leave it to you to find a compromise?"
She probed her English lexicon for the meaning of the word "compromise", then acknowledged, smugly. Mark was educating himself to treat her according to her proper place in their midst, but her level of scientific understanding felt to him nothing short of staggering.
"Anyway," she continued, "we could also simply time ourselves to arrive when the Moon's on the other side of Earth."
"Can you calculate that?"
"I don't need to. I can simply look."
"Let's do a combination," he said. "Definitely let's try to stay as far as we can from the Moon, for the time being, but I like the surprise element too."
"OK. No problem."
"Thank you," he said. "And what's the second question?"
"Oh, yes. What's China?"
 
* * *
 
"I could come separately, with Effo," suggested Aram a little later.
"I've thought about that. To provide cover fire?"
"Yeah, just in case these Eurasians turn out even worse than the Americans and we need to start offending, you know?"
"I do know. But I really want us to be in full complement when we meet these people. We're not just falling into their soup this time, we're going to be expected; and if there's drama, you can deploy with Effo in under a minute, I guess."
"Right. Got it."
"Hey."
"Yeah?"
"I'm really glad this ship picked you. And I'm sorry I kept the truth about my past from you."
Aram looked at Mark's bruised face and spoke, softly:
"I didn't understand half of it anyway. Some day you'll have to explain to me what a Muslim is, and what you've done to them so bad that they wanted to fuck you up like that. I mean, I have my own suspicions already, but..."
That ruined Mark's sobriety. He tried to stay serious, but a smile cracked his face. Exactly as the Dacian intended.
"Muslims are OK, it's just some fuckheads that ruin things for everybody, like those tribes you had that nobody liked."
"Well, those tribes are long gone, so I wonder what became of your fuckheads."
"I'll make a point to ask," said the Brit, and smiled again.
 
* * *
 
"They're called 'actions-if'," said Mark.
"Actions if what?"
"Actions if... Actually, they're just reactions. But us Army monkeys are a little daft, and 'reaction' has too many letters."
Doina laughed.
"First scenario. What if it's a trap?"
"How could they entrap us?" asked Aram.
"I can't begin to imagine, which is the whole point."
"I don't know. Start shooting?"
"First, we try to find weak points in whatever's trapping us. Then, we try to concentrate on one spot; if it doesn't work, we launch you with Effo and we coordinate trying to escape in two places at once."
"OK. What if they try to board us?"
"I think we shouldn't allow anybody armed to come on board."
"That's an excellent idea," nodded Doina vigorously.
"Fair enough," said Aram. "What if they want us to fly over for talks?"
"No," said Doina.
"No," said Mark, too.
"Agreed," said Aram. "OK, here's one. What if nothing and nobody is there?"
"Then we either have the wrong coordinates, or I didn't teach them properly to the ADM, or we're too late, or we're far too late."
"What do you mean, far too late?"
"Relativistic effects. As in, four hundred years have passed since we met the Kennedy."
"No," said Doina, again. "We didn't do anything nearly fast enough."
Mark and Aram looked at each other.
"We believe you, Doi, of course. That goes without saying. But it's still possible."
"The ship wouldn't lie to me," she said with conviction.
"OK. Well, that's why we're doing this, to try to cover any possible scenario," said Aram.
"If there's nobody there, I think the safest thing is to get out as quickly as possible and reassess the situation," spoke Mark.
"Agreed. What else? What if we arrive in the middle of some natural catastrophe? Or another space battle?"
And so they took their time, trying to think about every single possibility, planning ahead and discussing their options, so that whatever might wait for them, they would never again be unprepared.
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"Any trace of the Americans?"
"There are ships around the Earth, around the Moon and inbetween, but I can't tell who owns them."
"Anyone close to us?"
"No, we're way out of the Earth-Moon plane."
"And still approaching..."
"...vertically as seen from those coordinates. Yes."
"Sorry, Doi. I just don't want to risk anything again."
"I know. I'll let you know the moment any of those ships seems to be changing course towards us."
The girl floated gently back to the floor, where Mark was peering intently into a projection that displayed their current trajectory relative to the Earth and the Moon. She used hand motions to zoom into the Earth, and a blue dot appeared over its surface as she rotated the planet.
"That's the place."
"Hm. It's not above China," said Mark.
"No? Is that bad?"
"Not necessarily, at least not in my day. It's above Northern Europe. If I'm not wrong, it's above Russia."
"American allies?" Aram wanted to know.
"Not unless the world turned completely upside down, my friend."
"Well. That's good, then."
"Hm." Mark was anything but thrilled. "Maybe."
He bit his lower lip and tried to think. Russia, part of a Eurasian alliance? About as hard to believe as it being an American ally.
"Doi, can you please zoom out and vertical? Let's get a closer look at that place."
"I don't need to. I can show you right now."
She zoomed out just the right amount, and a great space construction filled the projection.
"Whoa," said the Dacian. "Look at that. I guess there's something there, after all."
"Sorry," she said. "We were too far to see it before, and on the wrong side, too. I had to catch up with it first, before we started closing distance."
"I still don't know how we can see it in such detail from this far," he said. "How long till we make it there?"
"How long do you want it to take?," she asked.
He smiled.
“Let's see what we can see, first."
The station was huge. It seemed to Mark a lot larger than his contemporary International Space Station, and for a brief moment, he wondered what had become of that. Long, slightly curved golden panels glistened in the sun, and he needed a few good seconds before he was able to tell things apart.
The station proper, huge as it was, was only part of the structure. Two long, cylindrical ships were docked into it, at angles with each other. Complicated structures, in apparent disarray, connected to each other, and moving compartments, some of which looked like the already familiar American crates, were slowly rotating as Doi tracked them about the Earth. It all made for an amazing testament of the progress that humankind had made in the past three centuries.
One of the two long ships looked like a smaller version of the Kennedy, and when it rotated towards Doi, they could see that it was badly damaged. Many of its compartments had huge, gaping holes in them, and most of its antennae were destroyed. At the back, chipped, blackened cones stood over what must have been the ship's rear engines.
Then, the Sun shone on its long surface and Mark could read, in blue lettering: "EASS M NNET".
"Eurasian Space Ship Monnet," he whispered.
"What's the other one called?" asked Aram. He moved around the projection and leaned to one side, trying to read upside down. He squinted, spelled and then read aloud: "EASS CAMERON".
"What?!" Mark thought he was being made fun of. "Are you serious?"
Aram looked up at him.
"What? Why?"
"The Cameron? Really?" asked the Brit with incredulity.
They both looked at him.
"Do you know that ship, Mark?" asked Doina.
"No... but I really hope it's been named after another Cameron," he mumbled.
Doina and Aram shared a blank look.
"Wow, look at all those smaller ships," Mark changed the subject.
About a dozen ships that looked much like the American Wings were flying, some towards the surface, some manoeuvring around the space station, while some were docked at the two cruisers. They watched the scene in silence for a few seconds.
"Looks like they're working to fix that big broken ship," said Aram.
"Amazing," said Mark.
"None of this in your day?"
"Mostly, no. I mean, we had a space station, but nothing of this magnitude, no."
Again, they watched in silence, then Aram said, again:
"I wonder what the Americans have."
"My guess is, the same thing, only bigger and more of it."
Aram laughed. "I'm still amazed just looking at the Earth underneath. I can't believe we lived on such a tiny patch of it. We had no idea there was so much room."
Mark said nothing. They'd looked at models of Earth that Doi-the-ship had taken during her previous fly-bys, and he had taken his time explaining continents and geopolitics as best he could, but Aram and Doina were still amazed by the vastness of their planet.
He looked at the space station and inhaled deeply.
"Well," he said, "I guess that's where we're going."
 
The starship stopped nearly instantly.
They were about thirty kilometres in front of the Chinese space station, assuming it really was Chinese -- and if the part they decided it looked like its front really was its front. The starship hung motionless in space, relative to the station, moving together with it at precisely the same angular speed.
They were all in One. Aram had opened all the doors between himself and the airlock, and even opened Effo's top cover, so he could jump in it in only a few seconds, if things turned pear-shaped. He was a little edgy, pacing around the room, munching on a red meal bar.
"Wow, look at that," said Mark.
Even without the starship's unbelievable magnification, the space construction looked incredible. There was logic in its apparent disarray, and altogether it occupied a vast volume of space.
"You were right," said the girl.
"About what?"
"The Americans have at least three, and they're all larger than this one."
Mark gave her his attention.
"When did you see that?"
"Well, there are more things like this around the Earth. I've counted four on the way here, and I didn't look on the other side yet."
"What makes you think the others are American?"
"Because they're much larger than this one."
Even Aram smiled at that logic.
The station was not still. Tiny white flashes were visible where thrusters fired, moving transport ships and the larger, Wing-like vessels around. The busted cruiser, the Monnet, looked even worse from up close. They could easily zoom in to see individual people floating around it, in space suits that were black, dark red, light blue or even the white that Mark had somehow assumed was normal.
And then, again -- they got noticed.
Two of the Wing-like ships started to turn, their gun turrets pointing straight at them before their noses followed.
"Egg's up," said Doina, automatically.
"ADM," called Mark.
"Cannon is ready, Mark," said the voice from the walls instantly.
"Mark, please."
"Don't worry, Doi. We won't use it unless we definitely have to protect ourselves."
"I really don't want to kill anybody."
"I know. We talked about this."
She sighed.
"Yeah. I'm aiming for their wingtips."
"I can take them out before they know what hit them," said Aram, half to himself.
"Aram!"
"I know you can. And that's exactly why you won't," said Mark, quietly.
I know, thought the Dacian.
"So, what do we do, then?" he asked, stepping towards the room's centre, ready to jump, just in case.
"We wait. We've responded to their invitation; it's their move now."
 
* * *
 
The move came after fifteen minutes of tense waiting. It wasn't a volley of rockets, it wasn't a hail of bullets, and it wasn't even blinking navigation lights; it was a small, red box.
It came out of the airlock of a transport ship. They saw the outer door open, and  then someone in a space suit simply hurled the box towards them, like a goal keeper restarting the game after a catch.
Only this wasn't a projectile. It was flying at about seventy kilometres per hour, slowly rotating, in a slightly curved trajectory. By itself, it would've reached the starship in maybe half an hour. Not very practical for a projectile.
"Fuck's that?!" asked Aram.
"Doi, can you enlarge, please?"
The girl gestured and their projection focused on the red flying object. It was rectangular, like a small case, and at magnification, they could see it was trailing something.
It was a piece of paper.
On the piece of paper there was written, by hand, in black marker:
 
NOT A BOMB.
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Doina looked at Mark with admiration.
"You were right," she said.
He gave a small smile, and didn't say anything.
"You really are good at this sort of stuff," said Aram, too.
"I've done it a few times before," he said.
"That thing will miss us by a lot," said the girl. "I'll have to move to intercept, just like you predicted."
"Yes, let's," said Mark. "But slowly and unmenacingly. An obvious intercept trajectory please, there's plenty of time."
The starship changed its position relative to the space station, and moved towards where the red box was predicted to arrive in a few minutes. It moved slowly, at about one hundred kilometres per hour, but to get at that speed, it accelerated for less than a thousandth of a second. To a nearby outside observer, it would've looked like a fly taking off.
"I wonder what else she's told them," said Aram.
"Who? Lawry?"
"Yeah."
"Well, if she told them we don't have a radio, obviously she knows pretty much everything we gave away to the Americans, plus her own deductions."
"So... a lot, then."
"I'd go for 'a lot', yes."
"Right."
They watched the projection in silence.
"Almost got it," said Doina. "Should I open the airlock now?"
"Yes, Doi. Thank you."
"I'm moving to the door," said Aram, and jumped out of the command room.
She opened the starship's central iris, and the red box floated gently inside the airlock, which looked like it swallowed it as it closed back up.
Aram brought it a few seconds later. The object was a nondescript box with a handle and two snap fasteners, like any regular case. The paper sheet with the "NOT A BOMB" message written on both sides was frozen crisp.
Right, time to see if I've been horribly wrong, he thought, betraying no emotion.
He undid the fasteners and opened the box, holding his breath.
There was, indeed, no bomb. What there was instead was a data tablet. It looked rugged and space-ready, but familiar enough to Mark.
"So, that's a radio," said Doina.
"No. Well, yes, probably. This is a little more complex than a simple radio."
The girl was puzzled and about to ask something, when the screen lit up by itself.
A face appeared on the screen, of a man seen from the chest up; a second later, in a picture-in-picture, their huddled figures came up too, in a corner window.
Here's sodding Skype, even in outer space, thought the Brit.
Doina and Aram had a short, uncontrolled reaction as they saw their faces in the small mirror image. They were looking at themselves and jerking from side to side, as if checking that their image was doing the same. Mark stifled a smile. He'd done exactly the same when he'd faced a webcam for the first time.
The man on the screen appeared to be in his thirties, and was wearing a dark red uniform, with strange insignia on his shoulders. On his chest there were two black patches, but the actual labels were missing. He had short hair that had once been black, and now had thick white strands in it. His eyes were brown and looked tired; generally, he looked like he needed a shave. He wasn't smiling, but somehow that didn't make him particularly unfriendly. His eyebrows went up, but he said nothing.
"Hello," probed Mark.
"Hello," answered the man, in what Mark immediately identified as a German accent.
For the moment, he said nothing more; but a tired smile ventured across his face, and for an instant he seemed like a child playing a silly game.
The Brit decided to play along.
"How do you do?" he said.
"Good, thank you, mister Gardener."
So much said in so few words, thought Mark.
"My name is colonel Karl Tiessler," added the man, after a few seconds.
And, with that silence, he'd managed to communicate: I know what your real name is, I know your story, I probably know more about you than you think, but I'm playing this nicely and I expect you to do the same.
Mark stuck to the rules of the game.
"Hello, colonel. You already know miss Doina and mr. Aram." Message received and acknowledged.
"Nice to finally meet you," said Tiessler to all of them.
"That was a good throw," commented the Dacian.
"And you would know, wouldn't you," said the German. "I'll pass your compliments to major Petrov. He has a good arm."
A German and a Slav, noted Mark. It was like a game of top level diplomacy; each word being said had implications. And those implications had implications on their own.
"Thank you for the tablet," he said.
"You are most welcome, mister Gardener. However, if you liked the tab, you'll love this," said the German, and brought Mark's HTC One in front of the camera.
The Brit had last seen his phone when it'd been confiscated by the American Special Forces soldiers. To see it again -- if it was, indeed, his own phone, and not a similar thing -- came as a surprise indeed, and spoke volumes of the resourcefulness of the people he was talking to.
"I'd be very happy to return this celltelephone to you," said Tiessler, misusing the archaism. He continued:
"We've even taken the liberty to recharge its power source. I hope you don't mind."
Meaning, you've downloaded every single byte there was in it, thought Mark. Of course, his phone had been sterile since he'd left England -- there were only a few numbers in its memory, some games and a lot of music.
And a couple of photos of a young girl who was now dead.
"That is a nice surprise, indeed," he said, carefully. "I appreciate your effort to return it."
"Not at all," said the German, smiling genially. "It's a valuable piece of technology. Old, but valuable. We are only too happy to return it to its rightful owner," he finished, using the plural for the first time. Mark noticed the transition.
"Far too valuable to entrust to major Petrov's space throw, efficient as it turned out," added Tiessler.
Here it comes, thought Mark.
"I am talking to you from the Eurasian space station Yǒngqì." He pronounced the Chinese word with practiced care. "On behalf of the director of the station, I would like to extend to you an invitation to visit and recover your goods."
The Brit played by the script.
"The Yǒngqì --" he strived to reproduce the other's pronunciation, even though he had no idea what the word meant or how it might be spelled -- "looks like a positively amazing place, colonel, and I am sure we would love to visit it some day. But I am equally sure that you are curious about Doi, our ship, and in gratitude for recovering that stolen item, we would like to instead invite you here... for further talks."
Tiessler smiled, as if he'd been expecting it.
"Most gracious of you. Very well, then. I would like to bring along a party of two people, the purpose of whom I promise will become clear."
"Unarmed, of course."
"Of course. Can we discuss docking arrangements?"
"Actually, it would be preferable if your party did a short space walk between your transport and our ship." Mark felt sure Doi could come up with something that would help them dock with pretty much anything, but they did not want to make a show of their capabilities too soon.
"Why not. I'm sure you have your reasons. Let's say... forty-five minutes?"
"That would be very well, mister Tiessler."
The German smiled again.
"See you soon, miss... and gentlemen."
And then the screen went black.
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Mark and Aram waited at the airlock door for repressurisation to complete. The three guests had arrived in one of the bigger, winged ships, which was still parked above. They'd done a quick EVA through the open iris, and now they were all inside.
Doina joined them, in a hurry.
"Three people, unarmed, just like they said."
"Anything odd?" asked Aram.
"Just their space suits."
"What about them?"
"Well. One's dark red, one's dark blue, and one is dark green."
The Dacian looked at Mark. The latter shrugged and said:
"Could be to differentiate between their respective nations."
"But the Americans all had black suits."
"Exactly. And they're all from the same country."
"Must be big," mused the blond man.
"It is," said the Brit.
They formed into a line, with Doina in the middle. In their black suits, jackets done all the way up, they looked smartly official.
Doina looked at the wall icons and waited for the one that confirmed opening the inner door was permitted; then, she opened it.
The three people inside were engaged in private conversation, and turned towards them. Their faces were obstructed by the reflective visors, but they proceeded to undo their helmets.
They indeed wore space suits of different colours, but there were also other, more subtle differences between them. They had name tags on the right breast, and ship designators on the other one.
The man in the red suit had a name tag that said "K. TIESSLER" and a horizontal tricolour of black, red and yellow stripes. His ship tag read "EASS MONNET".
The man in the green suit was "G. JING" and his flag was a red rectangle, with a ship tag that said: "YǑNGQÌ".
And, when the third helmet came off, it revealed the black-haired head of a young woman, whose name was: "I. TOMA". Her ship tag also designated her as a space station crew member.
Doina, Aram and Mark did not wear name tags. And they were fine with that. They were the entire crew of three, and the very absence of tags told that story well enough.
Tiessler looked straight down at Doina and spoke, with soldierly precision:
"Permission to come aboard, miss."
The girl was prepared. With a serious face, she nodded slightly and said:
"Permission granted. Welcome aboard Starship Doi."
It was Mark's turn to speak.
"Colonel, allow me to introduce Doina and Aram."
The Dacian nodded, impassibly. Then, Tiessler made the rest of the introductions:
"This is lieutenant-colonel Jing, commander of the Yǒngqì," he said, introducing the bald Asian. "And this is captain Toma, of the same."
Jing and Toma nodded without speaking.
"This way," said Mark and gestured towards the spoke.
 
They led their guests into Twelve, which they'd prepared with a big, round table with six chairs, and another smaller table with water and meal bars. There was no small-talk on the way, just a brief warning about gravity shifts, which the guests negotiated easily enough.
They took their seats around the table, and Tiessler opened an inner pocket, pulling out Mark's phone.
"We bear gifts, mister Gardener. Number one, your celltelephone."
Mark accepted it with a nod, and put it on the table, next to the tablet they'd used to communicate. The German reached in again, and produced another device. It was shiny on both sides, and from one edge a wire extended, ending with a small plug.
"Number two, here is a solar charger for its power source. Just in case you happen to have... difficulty generating the correct current." An implication was, again, left unspoken.
Mark put the solar charger on the table, too, next to his phone.
"How did you get it back?" asked Aram, with interest.
"Actually, we intercepted it on its way to the black market," said the colonel, smiling a little. "So we simply bought it. I don't mind telling you, it was quite expensive. But it was the easiest way."
"Mark tells me it won't work here."
"Not in its original function, no. The technology to support it hasn't been around for over a hundred years."
"We could revive it, though," said Jing, speaking for the first time.
"How?" asked Doina.
"Why?" asked Mark.
"Well. If it is your preferred means of communication, we could work with that. We have people who could easily put something together."
Mark pondered.
"It's an interesting option," he said. "We appreciate it and we'll consider it."
They're offering us everything they think we could want, he thought. I wonder when they'll start asking for things in return.
The conversation wasn't advancing very fluidly. Mark felt almost tempted to bring in the weather.
Tiessler, apparently, felt the same. He smacked his lips and turned towards the woman in the dark blue space suit.
"And now for number three," he said, with a hand flourish that had just a trace of irony in it. He nodded at the captain, who had been completely silent until then.
"Bună ziua," she said, suddenly.
Doina and Aram looked up, in complete amazement. Mark took a second longer, but then he got it, too.
"Știi românește?" asked the girl, grinning widely.
"Da, sînt româncă," answered the woman, also grinning. Then she looked at Tiessler and spoke, in German:
"Sie hatten recht, her Oberst. Es scheint dass diese Leute verstehen meine Sprache."
Jing coughed slightly and said: "Perhaps the English language is in order."
"Of course. Please excuse me," she said.
"You're Romanian," said Mark matter-of-factly, noticing the flag on her name tag.
"I am, indeed. I speak the native language of Doina, and to some extent, Aram's. Out of interest, mister Aram, did you understand me just now?"
"When you said good day? Yeah, I got that," said the Dacian.
"Amazing. I didn't know my language was understandable to an actual Dacian."
Jing coughed softly, but it was too late.
"Now, how would you know he's a Dacian?" asked Mark, looking at her pointedly.
She looked at her superior. The bald Chinese nodded slowly.
"His DNA," she said. "The Yanks had a sample sent to Washington, and... well. Our sources obtained the genome. We performed an autosomal test and so we are reasonably sure that he comes from the third century native Carpathian arc population. In other words, he's a Dacian.
Aram raised his eyebrows, exhaled sharply and said:
"Or you could've just asked me."
"Yes," she smiled. "I suppose so."
"What is your specialty, captain?" asked Mark.
"I am a biologist, sir. But you could say that history is my hobby."
"We were fortunate to have her on board the Yǒngqì," said Jing. "There are only two Romanians on rotation, on the space station or on any of the ships docked here."
"The... ships?" asked Mark, softly.
"The Eurasian Space Ship Monnet, which has had the pleasure of your voluntary or involuntary assistance -- it doesn't matter now -- in that unfortunate clash with the USS Kennedy." Tiessler spoke clearly, but, again, there was fatigue in his voice.
"And the EASS Cameron," said Doina.
"As in... David?" asked Mark.
Jing smiled. "Indeed," he confirmed. "You were contemporaries. It hadn't occurred to me."
Mark suppressed a tiny shudder.
"So, mister Gardener. Was it?" asked Tiessler.
"I beg your pardon?"
"Was it voluntary? Did you show up on purpose to help us escape?"
The Brit glanced at his two companions, then looked the German in the eyes.
"I am aware that a positive answer would buy us some credit with you, but as it happens, our involvement in your conflict was purely coincidental."
"Ah. I see." If they were disappointed, they didn't show it. That actually gives them the upper hand, Mark realised. They don't have to feel like they owe us anything.
For a while, nobody said anything.
Aram stood up and poured himself some water.
"Water, anyone?" he asked.
"No, thank you," said Jing.
"Yes, please," said captain Toma.
"Colonel?"
Tiessler looked at the meal bars.
"Is that your food?" he asked.
"Such as it is," said the Dacian. "Green or red, take your pick."
"I'll try a green one, with some water, please."
Aram brought them the water and put the whole bowl of bars in front of the colonel. He took one, smelled it, then tasted a corner. He chewed carefully, then took a larger bite.
"May I?" asked Jing.
"Help yourselves," answered Aram, gesturing towards Toma, too.
The German kept a neutral expression, but chewed the whole thing up. Captain Toma had a bite, then put it back on the table in front of her; however, Jing ate a red one and then a green one, mumbling appreciatively.
"So," said Aram, chewing with his mouth full. "How's the war?"
Jing almost choked, and Toma suppressed a chuckle. Tiessler stayed serious.
"What do you know of the Moon War?" he asked Aram.
"What your spy told us. You found stuff on the Moon, you knew how to mine it, Americans knew how to take you there, next thing you know, you were killing each other over it."
The German looked at his hands.
"Well, I don't think I've ever heard it put quite as simple as that." Then, he looked at Mark and asked:
"Are you familiar with the events of the past three centuries, mister Gardener?"
Mark frowned, then said:
"At some point the European Union became the Eurasian Union, which I'm guessing had very interesting implication for Russia, China and the Middle East, in particular. Science evolved, particularly space science. You discovered something on the Moon which prompted you to return in a hurry; what started as a joint operation seems to have gone sour after a while."
"I'd be happy to fill in the blanks for you," said captain Toma.
Aram, Mark and Doina turned towards her.
"Please do," said the girl.
"Well. Let's see. You were last seen in 2014. That was four years before the Soviet Russia attacked the IS."
"They what?! And don't you mean Soviet Union? That ended in the nineteen nineties."
"Yes, I know. And I do mean Soviet Russia, mister Gardener. They wanted to teach the world a lesson in how you deal with terrorist states, so they sent the Red Army into the Middle East. In a campaign that lasted all of three weeks, they nearly wiped out all Muslim extremists... and more than a few innocent people."
"How did the Americans react?"
"They got the hell out of the way of the Red Army, mister Gardener. There was no other alternative to World War Three. They were already in the middle of the Second Cold War."
"The current president of the United States can't be credited with too many brains," observed Jing dryly, "but back in those days, they actually had one with a lot of common sense. All allied forces withdrew, and let our new best friends the Soviets do their thing."
Toma stopped for a second, bit her lip and continued.
"They sent in over a quarter million soldiers and took out pretty much every terrorist operation in the Middle East. Every single man, except for a few hundred, who'd managed to run and hide."
"And the rest of the world just stood and watched?"
"Some countries condemned the Russians' actions, but in all honesty, people mostly approved them, and no politician wants to be unpopular. At any rate, they postponed any serious response until the attack was over."
"And then?"
The captain looked at Mark with a very somber face.
"Then came the Seventy-Two Virgins."
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Aram looked at her as if she was nuts.
"Come again?"
"A hundred Arab girls were sent into Russia, each carrying a nuclear warhead. Exactly seventy-two managed to get in."
Mark felt a cold shiver down his spine.
"Where?" he asked, closing his eyes.
"All the major cities," she said. "Moscow, Saint Petersburg, Novosibirsk, Yekaterinburg, and tens of others. Over forty million deaths. One in every four people. It all happened at the same time, at eleven o'clock in the morning of May the first, two thousand and eighteen. In the middle of the Worker's Day parades."
"How was it possible to smuggle not one, but tens of nukes into a country like Russia?"
"As it later turned out, it wasn't really that hard," said Jing. "When they bribed the customs officers, they'd told them it was only drugs. And, for the first couple of times, it really was drugs."
"They all entered through four access points," continued Toma. "Twenty-eight were either caught, or didn't make it, or somehow couldn't carry out the plan."
"Forty million," whispered Doina. "I think that's more people than there were on the entire Earth in my time."
"Didn't Perimeter work?"
"You know about Perimeter, very good," said Jing. "The Russian's automated nuclear war trigger. The dead man's switch. And no, it didn't work."
"How could it not work?"
"Nobody really knows. Maybe it was turned off altogether. Maybe the CIA managed to disable it, back who knows when. Or maybe the planet was just lucky."
"Where did they find a hundred nukes?"
"Most of them had been smuggled from the Russians themselves, which was very sad," said Toma. "But not all. At least one was American, and the rest came from an assortment of places. Some historians even believe they made one themselves."
"Where? In a cave in Afghanistan?"
"No. In a research institute in Afghanistan."
"With what?"
Captain Toma sighed. "I learned about these things in high school. History is my hobby, not my profession. I'm just a biologist who joined the army. Ask me about growing corn in space, I'll tell you all about it."
They were all quiet for a second.
"They pretty much begged to join the European Union after that," she said. "And, once they did, it wasn't just about Europe anymore, so it became the Eurasian Union."
"What about China?"
Jing answered.
"China's Communist regime began its collapse less half a century later. Actually, it took about two hundred years, but looking back now, that's when it all started. The Party began to stop punishing political criminals, and in a few decades it started an offshoot -- the first political party that wasn't part of the United Front of the People -- and then the snowball just got bigger."
Mark glanced at the officer's flag. It was a red rectangle, with a smaller blue one in a corner, instead of the five yellow stars that he remembered.
"So, why do the Yanks call you Queens?" asked Aram.
"Because we're the only political entity that still includes empires, and they see that as a weakness," said Toma.
Again, they were quiet. Then Tiessler drew in a deep breath and spoke again, quietly:
"I'm sure captain Toma will be happy to explain the history of the recent centuries to you, in as much detail as she can remember or bring up on her tab... but perhaps we can return to the present now."
Aram leaned closer to Toma and asked, quietly:
"What's corn, and is it good to eat?"
 
* * *
 
"Two things," said Tiessler, a little later.
"We're listening," said Mark.
"Number one, we are at war."
"The Moon War."
"Indeed." He gave Mark a meaningful look, but the Brit was impassible.
"You are still British," said Tiessler, after a few seconds.
Here we go, thought Mark, again.
"I'm legally dead, colonel."
"No -- Mark Gardener is legally dead. Mark Greene is very much alive and I'm looking at him right now."
Mark said nothing. Doina and Aram watched the dialogue intently.
"You swore allegiance to your country."
"That was Gardener again."
"You owe allegiance to your country, then."
"Three hundred years after I was born? I'm sure that, legally, that is, at the very least... dubious."
"In any case. If there is any geopolitical entity that you owe allegiance to, it has to be your country."
Again, Mark did not answer. He looked at Tiessler, then, without moving his gaze, he pointed towards the silver logo on his chest.
"This," he stressed, "is where our allegiance is."
Aram nodded. Doina straightened up in her seat.
"You are all Europeans," said Jing to them. "The two of you were born in the same country as captain Toma here. A country that is a very valued part of an alliance; an alliance which is currently at war."
"You are one of us. We even speak the same language!" intervened Toma, excitedly. "The people at home would be so thrilled to meet you! You'd be heroes!"
Doina looked at Aram, then at Mark.
"You want us to take your side," she said, quietly, to Tiessler.
"Yes," he answered, simply.
"There is so much we could do for you," Toma went on. "We could reintegrate you with your people. We could give you a purpose, fit with the capabilities of this amazing ship." She pointed at the meal bars on the other table. "We could even fill your stores with actual food," she finished, smiling.
"Now that last part would actually be nice..." said Aram, and when Doina threw him a look, he continued on a monotone: "...but I'm sure we could just trade for food."
Mark smiled, thinly.
"Tell me, colonel. Why do you want us to join you?"
"First off, don't worry about the food; we'd be happy to share with you anyway," he said.
"That," said Mark with sincerity, "is really very graceful of you, and already a nicer gesture than what the Americans did."
"Ah," said Tiessler. "I heard about Gaines. We used to be friends, you know. Went to the academy together, in Colorado."
"Is he fine?" asked Doina.
"He will be," said the German, dryly. That he wasn't necessarily happy about it, he didn't say.
"We are offering your inclusion because it's the right thing to do," said Jing. "It's the normal thing to do. You are Eurasians. We are your future. We're the closest thing you have to home."
"I feel at home with Doi," shrugged the girl.
"But don't you want to see your old home again?" asked Toma.
"My old home has been gone for over a thousand years," she said, again with that maturity that always left Mark impressed. "This is my home, now."
"Mr. Aram?"
The Dacian smiled and brushed a blond strand of hair off his face.
"I'm good here," he said, curtly.
The officers looked at Mark. He returned their gaze, in silence.
Tiessler pointed at their black uniforms and shrugged.
"I'm afraid our friends have formed their own geopolitical entity," he said, softly, to Jing.
The Chinese nodded, coughed and opened a pocket, pulling out his own tablet. He used it for a few seconds, found a document, coughed again, and spoke, officially:
"To the crew of Starship Doi. We, the Heads of State and Government of the Eurasian Union, building on the close and longstanding partnership among the European and Asian Allies, are committed to enhancing security and stability in Earth's immediate outer space. We therefore invite the crew of Starship Doi to join us in this partnership. The Partnership will expand and intensify political and military cooperation throughout said space, increase stability, diminish threats to peace, and build strengthened relationships by promoting the spirit of practical cooperation and commitment to democratic principles that underpin our Alliance."
He looked up at Mark and finished:
"Signed by... and there's a list... well. I don't think you know any of the names."
With a swipe, he sent the document directly to Mark's comm tablet, which beeped in acknowledgment. Its screen lit and the document appeared. Mark took it and read it again, in silence. Doina and Aram looked, too.
"You're offering an alliance with us? The Eurasian Union wishes to ally with a group of three people?"
"You know very well what you're worth," said Jing.
"Nah, tell us," said Aram, with an small, ironic smile. "What are we worth?"
Tiessler sighed.
"I suppose you can't have known, so I'll tell you now."
"What?"
"We have mining stations in the asteroid belt. And so do the Americans. We saw your  little but amazing shuttle play target practice with those rocks."
"Oh, my God," whispered Doina.
"Yeah, you could've blasted one of us."
"Or one of them," said Aram.
"Also true."
"I didn't... I mean, I didn't look for people there. And there weren't any ships," said Doina, a small tremble in her voice.
"They were recalled when the war started. Only automated robots remained. Enough to notice your offensive capabilities, and report back."
Mark shook his head and looked at his hands.
"I see," he said, after a while. He hadn't considered that, and he was blaming himself again.
"What we're proposing here is simply that you help us end this bloody war," said captain Toma again.
"By killing Americans until they surrender?" asked Doina.
"No. By siding with us. They've already seen your show of force. Your starship can easily destroy their fleet and probably even ruin their entire country. They would never risk that."
"At the moment, they are technically superior to us," said Jing. "But, with you on our side, the tables will turn."
"The balance will lean towards our side," said the woman.
"The balance will tumble the fuck over and leave a fucking dent in the floor, more like," mumbled Aram, looking elsewhere.
Toma looked at Doina and asked, quietly, in Romanian:
"De ce nu?"
"Because we don't know that you're the victims in this war, that's why not," answered Aram, unceremoniously. "For all we know, you could be the ones who started it."
Tiessler gave a tired smile. Jing sighed, and spoke:
"Over eleven thousand Eurasians died..."
"Justice is not measured in dead bodies," spoke Doina, sternly. The Chinese officer looked at her, then closed his mouth. Her rebuke had been unexpected.
Mark raised his hands placatingly.
"You must understand," he said, looking at the three officers in turn. "All we know about the status quo is what we inferred from the Americans and have been told by you. This ship, as you've had the chance to notice, is... well, rather formidable indeed. If we were to ally ourselves with any side, the other would very likely lose. We do not feel that we have been vested with the right to judge and decide that."
"We'll provide you with documentation," said Toma. "Anything you need. Anything at all. You can judge for yourselves."
"And so could have the Americans," said Mark, "if instead of commander Gaines we'd've met someone more sensible."
"But what if we're telling the truth?" said Jing.
Mark didn't answer.
"We're not giving up the fight, far from it. But the Yanks are much better at this than we are. They have better ships, and more of them. And, honestly, they're pretty damn good at 'kicking ass'." He put his hands on the table. "There's a very good chance that we may lose this war."
"So? It's only some mines," said Aram. "What's the big deal?"
Tiessler pursed his lips and proceeded to remove an nonexistent speck of dust from his sleeve.
"The inclusion, or the alliance, was the first thing we came here to talk about. But, as I've said in the beginning, there's also thing number two."
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"Officially," began the German, "the reason for the war is around the mines. We think it's unfair that Americans demand half, when they do no work at all."
"And they think it's unfair that you demand half, when they're the ones getting you there and back," said Aram.
Jing coughed. "Right." He wasn't about to argue the point.
"You said officially," said Mark.
"Unofficially... well."
Tiessler got up and walked to the other table, and slowly poured himself some water. When he was done drinking it, he turned towards the others and continued:
"Four years ago, two of our mining crews were nearly killed when a mine shaft collapsed on top of them. Fortunately, it was mostly rocks and dirt, and at a sixth the weight, it didn't kill anybody. But the gas pocket which caused the collapse was very odd. It was very odd because it hadn't shown on scans. The investigators have looked at the scan logs, and that particular spot had appeared rock solid when they'd plotted the mine shaft, a few days before. But, at some point, it suddenly sublimated into gas. Into a mixture of gases, really."
He paced around the room, speaking slowly, in measured tones.
"Inside the gas pocket there was a device. A black pyramid, in fact a tetrahedron. Obviously not natural. Its six edges were exactly equal, with atomic precision. And when I say 'atomic precision', I'm talking about the exact number of atoms."
Doina, Mark and Aram were listening with attention.
"They brought it to the surface, and then a funny thing happened."
The colonel was, by now, standing behind them. He stopped, and said no more.
"Would you like to guess what?" asked Jing from across the table.
"Go on," said Mark.
"We were trying to scan it with everything we had," said Tiessler. "But nothing could get inside. We managed to just about weigh and measure it, and that's all. We couldn't even scratch it. And, on the second day, something appeared on the alpha  detectors."
"So it was radioactive?" asked Mark.
"No. It wasn't emitting as much as a proton. The alpha, beta and gamma detectors are always detecting background radiation, especially on the Moon, where there's no atmosphere. So, the beta and gamma detectors showed no change, but the alpha detectors did." He stopped again.
"You do like the suspense," said Aram.
"The alpha particles are basically helium nuclei," started the German again. "So they have mass. And they travel in a predictable way. Except they started to become unpredictable, and the detector didn't know what to do. Its software crashed. Our physicists and system programmers went nuts trying to figure out what was wrong with them, especially since they worked perfectly fine once they were back on Earth again." He drew a big breath.
"It took them about a month to figure out what it was. The pyramid was producing incredibly tiny gravity modulations. Enough to affect a single, light helium nucleus. And the modulations had a pattern."
Aram, who had started to get bored because of so many technical terms, was just about to yawn, when he suddenly got it.
"Erm," he started.
"Yes," said Mark, quietly. "I know."
"Yes," said Tiessler, just as quietly. "I thought you might."
"How is this related to the war, colonel?" asked Doina.
"All that to-and-fro caught the attention of the Yanks, who insisted on knowing exactly what they'd been carrying and what we were doing with all that specialised equipment. We told them we'd found some radioactive rocks that broke the detectors, but we couldn't offer any convincing proof, and so they became suspicious."
"Then they found out," said Mark.
"Exactly," said the German. "They found out, because they're probably the most resourceful nation on Earth, and they wanted in."
"By which you mean that they wanted to have it."
"The pyramid that could change gravity? Yes, mister Gardener. They did want it. Especially once they discovered the age of the gas pocket."
"Which was?"
"Older than the solar system. Much, much older."
Mark thought for a few seconds.
"So, either it ended up, by complete accident, on the natural satellite of the single inhabited planet in the neighbourhood, which is a little unlikely..."
"...or whoever put it there somehow knew in advance that the human civilisation would end up there," finished Tiessler for him.
The implications were staggering. An entity capable of predicting the formation of life-bearing planets from nothing but randomly moving rocks would appear nothing short of divine.
"It wasn't God," said Doina.
Tiessler, Jing and Toma looked at her.
"No, it probably wasn't. But a few billion people down there would gladly believe otherwise," said the German.
"And the Americans know about this, too?"
"Their spies are surprisingly capable."
"But they didn't make it public."
"No. And neither did we. Too many science-fiction nuts would've started screaming about aliens. And too many religion nuts would've started screaming about any number of gods."
"Ah."
The German had moved back to his seat, and he was just sitting down.
"Now. Would you like to tell me anything about the object that's caused the solar system to fill up with dead bodies?"
"It's a beacon," said Doina, quietly.
Mark looked at her. "Doi, you can't know that for sure."
"It's what Doi uses to communicate," she said. "Can't be anything else, can it?"
Tiessler nodded slowly, then asked:
"So, you're saying that..."
"...those science-fiction nuts? Not so nuts, this time."
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"Where is it now?" asked the girl.
"In an Eurasian lab complex on the Moon," said Jing.
She nodded, with a concerned look on her face, then glanced quickly towards Mark.
The Brit had learned to never ignore Doina's concerned glances, so he asked, quietly:
"Problems, Doi?"
"I need to check on something," she said.
He rose without hesitation. "I'll come with you." Taking her hand, he gave her a worried look. As the three baffled guests watched them leave, he barely had time to say:
"Be right back."
They turned towards Aram at unison, who appeared completely unconcerned as he popped half a meal bar into his mouth and said:
"So, about that corn."
 
* * *
 
Going through the spokes was not only sensible, but also quicker, as Room One was on the opposite side of the starship.
"What's up?" he asked, as she nearly ran through the airlock, breathing quickly.
"When you and Aram were gone and I was alone here," she said. "I... I mean Doi-the-ship felt something on the Moon."
"Why didn't you say something?"
"To whom? I was alone here. And it felt kinda familiar. I didn't know what it was, but I remember it felt like it was trying to speak to me."
"To the starship?"
"Well, yes, to the starship."
Mark's next question was quick and direct.
"Friend or foe?"
She turned to him as she opened the panels to One.
"I'm really not sure," she said, shaking her had.
And, for Mark, that was bad enough.
 
"What's going on?" asked Jing.
"Nothing," said Aram.
Tiessler was dead serious as he leant forward and asked, urgently.
"Where did they go, mister Aram?"
"They'll be back soon," said the Dacian.
"I'm asking you again, what's going on? What do you know about that beacon?"
Tension suddenly filled the room. Aram sat back, put his hands on the table, and looked at each guest in turn.
"I swear to you, I really don't know. But I do trust them. If Doi said she needed to check on something, then believe me, you and I really, really, absolutely want her to check on that something. They'll be back soon and then we'll know."
"This feels wrong," said captain Toma.
Aram laughed a little. "Captain, not much of what's happened in the past few weeks feels right to me. You'd better get used to it. What's your first name?"
"Ileana," she answered.
He told her something in Dacian, a phrase that ended with her name. The two men didn't understand, but she relaxed visibly.
Jing looked at Aram.
"You do know that, if we're not back within a specific amount of time, things will drastically change."
"And you do know that you're much safer here than in any of your tin boxes," countered Aram.
"From the Yanks, maybe."
The Dacian laughed a little, again.
"You are diplomatic envoys. As long as you stay diplomatic, you'll be safe. You have my word."
 
"It is a beacon," said the ADM.
"Whose beacon?"
"It belongs to a civilisation complementary to the one that created starships like this one," it answered.
"What's its purpose?"
"To lay dormant until discovered."
"Was it really waiting there since before the solar system formed?"
"That is very likely."
"What's it supposed to do once it's discovered?"
"Assess that the nearby civilisation -- in this case, the people of Earth -- are sufficiently advanced to profit from their natural satellite, and so are developing space travel capabilities."
Mark started having that surreal feeling that he had had when he first found himself aboard Doi.
"What does 'complementary civilisation' mean? What's their relationship to the builders of this starship?"
"They are enemies, competitors."
Shit, thought Mark. So the Universe has people who can send beacons that wait until star systems are formed, and we go prancing about in their rival's sports car.
"The message is sent using the same technology that Doi uses to talk to Effo, right?"
"The principle is the same, yes."
"Can you intercept the message?"
"There were two messages. One was being repeated just as we arrived at the Moon; the other initiated right after the beacon sensed our starship."
"What was the first message?"
The voice in the walls answered, coldly:
"Come."
Doina stepped closer to Mark, who put his arm around her shoulders. The temperature in the room seemed to have dropped a few degrees, and he felt his skin prickle. Old instincts were switching on inside him, suddenly reminding him of the long days of crawling in Syrian ruins, death looming at every step.
"And what was the second message?" he asked, slowly.
And again, the voice in the walls answered, coldly:
"Come quicker."
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"Verdammte Scheiße," swore the German.
Mark and Doina had just finished explaining their findings, back in Twelve.
"Our arrival acted as a catalyst," he explained. "The beacon perceived our presence as proof of the fact that their rivals had arrived here before them."
"Rivals in what?" asked captain Toma.
"In getting Earth first," said Mark, bluntly.
Aram took it all in stride. "How much time?" he asked Doina.
"No way to tell for sure," she said. "It depends on how close they are, of course."
"I don't understand. Surely we know where they are," Aram said, obliquely referring to the ADM.
"They'll have been patrolling the area, it's likely that some of them will be closer to Earth than others," she explained.
Toma gaped at the twelve-year-old girl as if noticing her for the first time. Tiessler smiled thinly, without humour. Jing said, quietly:
"So, one could say this is your fault."
"We didn't know," said Mark.
"If I understand your report correctly, we could face complete extinction. As a species. Relative to that, whether you were malicious or not is not entirely relevant, sir."
"Actually, it is," countered Mark.
Tiessler looked at him questioningly.
"The beacon activated four years ago, by your own account," said the Brit. "We were millions of kilometres away at the time."
"So, what you're saying is that, assuming light speed, we have four years until they get the second, high-priority message," said Jing.
"Well, there's that, and then there's not quite that," said Mark. "Gravity modulation is not restricted to the speed of light, it turns out. Don't ask me how or why; one day, your physicists are welcome to look into it."
"In that case, these... aliens, they already know you're here."
"They were going to come anyway, sooner or later. That much is clear. Regardless of us," said Doina.
"But now we're here," said Aram.
"And, colonel, I do believe we are the best chance at defence you'll ever have. So, catalysts or not, you need us now, more than ever," said Mark.
"And not just you," said Doina. "Everybody."
Silence fell around the table.
"Shit," said Tiessler again, after a good while. "We thought you'd help us end the war, and instead we're discussing an impending alien apocalypse. As our British allies would say, I think I am a little annoyed by that."
Mark smiled, also without humour. "Yes," he said. "They'd probably say that."
"Tell me, mister Gardener," said Tiessler. "How come you know so much about these things? These... civilisations, beacons, gravity modulation?"
He leaned a little over the table.
"There wouldn't happen to be... an actual alien here, with you? With us?"
This time, Mark's smile was genuine. "You have my word that the six of us are the only living beings aboard Doi, colonel."
"Explain, then."
"The ship's data banks are still a little bit of a problem to us, sir. The information in them doesn't always unravel to us at the rate we would like. We're working on that problem."
"You are," said Tiessler, flatly.
"We are," said Mark, firmly.
"So," said Jing. "Are we to understand that you are not in complete control of your  own starship?"
"Are you?" asked Doina.
"Am I what?"
"Are you in complete control of your own space station?"
The Chinese colonel looked puzzled. Tiessler smiled thinly and became very interested in a spot on the table.
"How many people are there on it?"
"Doi," said Mark, quietly. "You can't ask that."
"No, asking is fine," said the Chinese. "Quite a few," he offered by way of answer.
"And do you control every single one of them? And do they control every single component of your station?"
"Well, of course not. But there's a reasonable amount of control, otherwise we wouldn't be here."
"Just so," she said. "And we are here, too."
"I hardly think that..."
"No," Mark intervened. "She's right. Control is not and will not be an issue here."
Slowly, Jing nodded and sat back.
"For the good of everybody back home, I hope so," he said, very quietly.
The implications were left unspoken but understood by everyone. To convince a number or war-hardened military officers that the fate of their species may lie in the hands of a twelve-year-old girl commanding an alien starship -- that would not be an easy achievement.
Aram had watched the exchange like a tennis match spectator. In the silence that concluded it, he noisily popped another half a meal bar into his mouth, and started chewing loudly and ostentatiously.
It was a welcome, if deliberate, distraction, and captain Toma jumped to his aid.
"Is that all you've been eating since you've come on board?" she asked, with a small grin.
The Dacian looked at the rest of his meal bar as if he'd never seen it before. He turned it around in his fingers, inspected it with his head critically laid on one side, then shrugged and popped it in as if saying oh, well.
"Yeah," he said with his mouth full. "Kinda starting to miss cheese, myself."
"Not to be rude, but why do you sound like someone who's from the north of Britain?"
Aram shrugged again. "My own land had a north, too."
She acknowledged that he was clowning around a little, and allowed herself a small chuckle. Her two companions looked at each other. Tiessler sighed again, softly, but grinned a little, too.
"Brînză," said Toma to Aram.
"Yeah," he said, smiling back. "Cheese. Got any?"
She was going to say how amazing it was for that word to have survived unchanged throughout the tumultuous history of her language, when she noticed Doina turning white, and she stopped in her tracks with her mouth half open.
"Oh, my God," said the girl. "Not again, please."
Hearing her tone was enough for Mark's fight or flight reflex to kick in. Trying to overcome the nearly instantaneous rush of adrenaline, he turned towards her and took her hand. It was cold. She was staring into the distance, her eyes large and frightened.
"Doi, please speak to me, now," he asked softly but urgently.
Jing's tablet, the one on which he had read the invitation for alliance, beeped and vibrated loudly. Another beep accompanied it, as Tiessler opened his own pocket and pulled out his own tab.
Their faces changed completely as they read the messages on their communication devices.
"Our protective shield just destroyed a volley of missiles," said Doina, standing up. "And there are more on the way."
"The Yǒngqì is launching automated countermeasures, and the Cameron is deploying, tā māde niǎo, we got two hits, one in my station, the other in your cruiser," said Jing in a sharp voice.
"The Yanks are attacking," said Tiessler, standing up. "I need to get back to the Monnet, right now."
"Where are they? And how many?" asked Mark, still looking at Doina.
"Three cruisers and fifty-three Wings," she answered, still looking forward, her pupils moving in tiny jerks, as if she was seeing something that they couldn't -- which she probably was.
"One cruiser's coming on an Earth orbit from the west, the other two are coming from behind us, from open space."
"Where's the Moon right now?"
"Not behind us." She was beginning to get a grip, as she glanced towards Mark, completely ignoring everyone else in the room.
"So, how..."
"Not sure, right now."
Tiessler was following their dialogue intently.
"Refuelling stations," he said. "They took the long way around to approach us from space, and they refuelled along the way."
"Sounds very complicated," said Aram, who had sat down again.
"He's right," agreed Mark, grim. "Would they have had time to organise something like that on such short notice?"
Jing looked up from his tablet. "The Americans are extremely resourceful," he said with resentment.
Mark looked at Aram, whose face betrayed nothing. But he could tell that they were thinking the same thing. He focused back on the urgent issue.
"How far's the second volley?"
"Forty-..." started Jing, looking back at his tab.
"...seven seconds," finished Doina, looking at nothing.
Captain Toma watched at the girl.
"So it's true," she whispered. "She really is in control of this whole starship. This is completely incredible."
"Colonel, how reliable is your transport's auto parking?"
Jing looked at Mark. "As can be expected," he said. "Why?"
"Because you might be losing it very soon," said the Brit.
Tiessler placed his tab in the middle of them. It showed something like a radar chart, which was being fed to him in real time either from his cruiser or from the space station.
"This is us, now," he said, pointing at a red triangle labeled "X1". The nearby Yǒngqì was a yellow circle, and the two docked cruisers were blue.
There were three other red icons on the display; one was right between the station and Earth, and had the designation "X2 USS Jackson", and two more lay in the opposite direction, labeled "X3 USS Brown" and "X4 USS Davis".
"So, we were designated as a target," noticed Mark, in passing.
"I'm sure you expected nothing less. Colonel Jing, we need to go."
"No time," said Mark, then leaned towards Doina and whispered in her ear.
She listened attentively, nodded and closed her eyes, grabbing on the edge of the table for support.
Aram tried to catch Mark's attention. Should I...? he mouthed, pointing towards the airlock.
Mark shook his head. Not yet.
On the tablet, the incoming missiles were fast-blinking white arrows, leaving trajectory marks that originated from all three American cruisers. Doi was right in the path of six of them. Three more were coming from the USS Jackson, from the other direction. Of them, two seemed to be aimed at the station, and one at the Eurasian cruiser, the Cameron, which was slowly getting under its own way.
The triangle labeled X1 -- their own starship -- suddenly jerked backwards, a dotted white line uniting it with its previous position. A smaller circle, immediately labeled as "YGQ Transport", appeared in its place, as the Eurasian transport suddenly had its parking place yanked out from under it, auto-park automatically turning off, leaving it adrift in space.
As Doi jumped back a few hundred kilometres, two of the missiles were destroyed by its defence field, but four of them managed to veer away.
"Wow," said Tiessler, impressed by the starship's impossibly quick change of position. "I didn't feel anything at all. How is that possible?"
"Are those missiles manoeuvring around us?" asked Mark, ignoring his question.
"Yes. They're pretty much some of the the smartest computers in existence," answered the German.
"That's a bit sick," observed Aram.
"I thought they're just missiles," mumbled Mark.
"Do you remember the SCUDs?"
The Brit certainly did. The Soviet-made tactical ballistic missiles had really made the Middle East a very deadly place in the nineties. He nodded.
"Well, take a SCUD, send it to school for about twenty years and give it a couple of PhDs, and you get one of those." Tiessler's answer was terse, as he was following the trajectories of the missiles headed towards the space station and his own cruiser.
"How much time?"
"Twelve seconds," said Doina, her eyes still closed.
"And about five thousand kilometres from here," said Jing. "May God help my crew."
And then, just as the remaining four missiles were engaged in four long, graceful arcs, Doi disappeared from their midst.
It accelerated so quickly, it was impossible for their lasers to keep tracking it, so they powered down, entered stealth mode and awaited reacquisition.
The starship disappeared from Jing's tactical display altogether, and then the Yǒngqì's radars found it again, all the way on the other side, standing right between the station and the two incoming missiles.
One instant later, even as they tried to veer off, their icons were replaced by static crosses. Doi's defence field had destroyed them as soon as they'd entered range.
"Is that your starship's defence system?"
"Yes," said Mark.
"The one that killed my floating crew."
Doina opened her eyes and looked at the German.
"We never intended for that to happen. Doi was just protecting against collisions."
Tiessler nodded. "It was probably for the best. I'm not accusing, Doina."
"Look," said Jing.
The Cameron had distanced itself from the space station and was firing both its main guns towards the incoming missile, which was dancing around the aiming lasers. In addition, the space station had deployed its own cannons, which were firing wildly.
The barrage of fire was broad and continuous, creating a field of high-speed bullets in front of the missile. The artificial brain inside the killing machine decided it was time for plan B as it changed course, trying to find a blind spot between the two cannons. The capabilities of the Eurasian cruiser and the space station had been programmed into its tactical algorithms, and it was their faults that those algorithms were trying to exploit.
But that won the Eurasian cruiser about ten more seconds.
"Come on, come on," whispered Jing, tensed up.
"What do they have on the Cameron?" asked Mark.
"Two laser-aimed fifteen-mils and some missiles," answered Tiessler.
"Nukes?"
The German looked up at him. "No," he said. "No nukes."
"And the Monnet?"
The other kept looking at him, already anticipating the question. "My ship is dead in space at the moment, mister Gardener. We barely made it here in one piece."
"How about the station?"
"Six fifteen-mils."
"The Cameron's deploying its Pinions," said Jing.
Six more icons appeared on the tablet's screen, labeled "CMN-P1" to "CMN-P6". The cruiser rotated out of their way, and they simultaneously engaged the missile with their own guns.
After a few seconds of concentrated fire, during which over a dozen guns spent a few tons of ammo, the missile was finally defeated. They couldn't see the explosion, but Jing's powerful exhalation was enough.
"Here we go," said Tiessler.
And then, fifty-three Wings, twenty-four very similar Pinions, three American cruisers, one Eurasian intact cruiser and a slightly damaged space station, all opened fire.
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"You have to help us," said Jing.
"Have the Yanks ever attacked like that?" asked Mark, standing up.
"No. This is the first time they've been so aggressive."
"Have you?" asked Aram.
Jing looked at him. "Have we what?"
"Attacked the Americans like this?"
The Chinese was annoyed. "Of course not."
"Please come with us," said Mark.
"Where are we going?"
"To our command room."
Tiessler and Jing didn't wait to be told twice. They grabbed their tabs and got up. Toma got up too, and as Mark opened the door, Doina ran ahead. Aram brought up the rear.
They quickly regained the vertical and, moving with speed, crossed through the airlock into one of the other spokes, and from there, entered Room One.
Doina was already floating in the middle of the room, a half metre above the floor. The room was dark, and a sizeable projection filled most of it. In the centre, the space station with the Monnet still docked to it; the Cameron manoeuvring on one side, Doi itself flying slowly away from the battle, its energy field glowing with tiny explosions as incoming rounds attracted constant bolts of lightning.
"Herrgott," whispered Tiessler, trying to take it all in.
Jing circled the projection, even trying to put his hand in it.
"This is beyond belief," he said.
The biologist was awed, too. "How is this possible?" she asked. "How can we see ourselves? It's like you have a camera outside somewhere."
"We're not using light," said Doina.
Jing looked up at her, noticing for the first time that she was floating.
"Wasai!" he exclaimed in surprise. "Not using light? What then?"
"Later," said Tiessler. "We can see everything and that's good enough for me."
"That's our defence field," said Mark, pointing out at the starship's egg-shaped  protection. Normally invisible, it was now glowing with impact explosions.
"Yes, I got that. Why are we moving away?"
"Don't go away. You have to help us. My family is on that space station." Jing was pleading.
Six tiny balls of fire departed from one of the American cruiser. "More missiles," said Doina.
And then six more, from another one.
Jing turned white.
"There's no way we can face twelve missiles," he said. "No way. You have to help us. Please."
He looked up at Doina much like Christians looked up at floating angels in their icons.
"Please," he repeated. "I am begging you."
"Mark," called Aram, loudly.
The Brit sighed. He had hoped to keep Effo as a last resort, but he didn't see an option. They couldn't just stand by and ignore the slaughter.
"Go," he said.
Aram took off for the airlock.
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They were spread across a million kilometres, moving ballistically at a hundred thousand kilometres per second, riding the gravity waves of various celestial bodies, graciously surfing them, tuning from one to the next, always forwards towards the little yellow star on whose orbit their beacon had called them.
They were lined in incredibly long strands of tiny particles, barely a few hundred molecules each, spaced in hundreds or even thousands of kilometres between each other. Billions of such undulating filaments, they were rushing through space, each tiny bit communicating with the ones around it, forming the biggest living brain in the galaxy.
By itself, each moving projectile was no more than that: a projectile. But there were quadrillions of them, and almost instantaneous communication between them, even across distances that were so incredibly vast relative to their own size, made them a single colony organism.
Our enemy is already there, they thought.
Yes, they answered themselves.
Are we too late?
We'll find out soon.
They had a different nature from most bodies in that particular region of the galaxy. Very little around them matched their special characteristics. But that didn't matter to them; even so, they were more of a danger to everything else than the other way around.
And they knew that. They knew that very well.
As they approached their destination and the little yellow star kept growing and turning into the centre of a planetary system, they gradually tuned out of its gravity well and into the opposing waves of a distant black hole. By doing that, they decelerated; by decelerating, their particles came closer to each other, from thousands of kilometres, to mere hundreds. It did not matter, functionally; communication could easily be established between any two particles, no matter how remote from each other, as long as they were still part of a filament.
The star system is just as we predicted, they said.
Yes, they answered. And our beacon is on the third planet's orbit, just as predicted.
That pleased them. The ability to predict cosmogony was their most prized asset, their unique attribute in the entire galaxy. It had never failed them.
The beacon was still calling insistently. The particular tinge of urgency that it carried was associated with the sudden arrival of the Others; it was the way the beacon had been programmed. The original signal had meant that a local, space-faring civilisation had emerged, just as predicted, on the third planet; but that the Others had just beaten them to it could be disastrous.
They were very odd, the Others. With their refusal to go too far out into space, preferring instead to send automated ships throughout the galaxy, and with their bizarre matter manipulation technologies... Couldn't they see how unimportant matter really was?
And what an absurd approach to space exploration! Getting other civilisations to visit them, rather than going out and actually exploring!
The impossibly huge filaments approached the third planet and immediately sensed the Others' ship.
It was indeed a Blank, one of their automated, adaptable starships, ready to house and obey anyone it considered suitable for contact. It would've had a set of matter transmitters -- again, that sickly obsession with matter! It had probably already acquired its crew and was likely about to depart to the home of the Others.
The Blank starship was on a planetary orbit. The filaments reached the large planetary satellite, where their trusted beacon had been hidden for aeons, and sent a self-destruct command to the device. They would have incorporated the beacon into themselves, but their nature did not allow it.
On the surface of the Moon, under the petrified looks of laboratory technicians and in the view of several three-dimensional, high-speed, non-stop recording cameras, the tetrahedron collapsed into the finest dust mankind had ever seen.
The filaments kept decelerating steadily, as they approached the third planet, swirling carefully to avoid all the satellites in its path -- natural or otherwise.
And there was so much floating around that was not natural. Structures of all sizes and shapes littered the lower orbits. Some emitted various energy signatures; others merely reflected radiation. Some were moving under their own power, and others were simply dead matter. They observed everything with interest. They could easily take in the entire star system at once. But here, around the third planet, was where the really interesting things were happening.
And the really dangerous things.
The Blank starship had its Cub out. Folded over itself, it was flying at a short distance, and they observed it too, this time with military consideration.
It wasn't flying very well.
That was to say, it was continuously changing direction and attitude, as if its pilot had not yet quite mastered its controls.
But then, the Blank starship wasn't very steady, either.
Something was off, they decided. In a gracious ark of a hundred thousand kilometres, they swerved and started analysing the situation.
The Blank starship had its static shield on. Thousands and thousands of very small objects were being destroyed by it every second, in bright flashes that gave shape to the otherwise invisible shield. They were ballistic projectiles, originating from other, much larger objects.
Local ships, they thought. Crude and clumsy, but marginally functional.
So, the third planet has its own ships.
Could it be some sort of attack? Were the locals attacking the Others' starship? If so, convenient as it might have been, it wasn't a very successful endeavour. The Blank could easily withstand the projectiles, but more importantly, it could simply leave.
Or could it?
Was the Blank starship perhaps broken?
It was next to impossible to disable a Blank ship. The Others had made them well, capable of taking very severe punishments.
They observed further, with curiosity.
Slightly larger, self-powered micro-ships were also travelling in the area. They had also originated from the local ships, if that was what those were. Some collided with each other, in reciprocal annihilation. Well, that seemed pointless... until they saw that all the micro-ships that destroyed each other were coming from the same groups of local ships.
And that explained everything.
This is war, they understood.
But what part do the Others play?
Maybe they started it.
Maybe they're playing one side against the other.
Maybe they're prisoners.
Well, that was an interesting thought. A civilisation that was so fresh in space, capable of imprisoning a Blank starship? Extremely unlikely.
Maybe its crew is local and they're controlling the Blank.
Well, of course its crew is controlling it.
No, maybe they're actually controlling it.
Another interesting thought. Could the Others have finally discovered a civilisation capable of assuming full, complete control of a Blank starship? Those starships have all got Automated Decision Makers. They never, ever yielded complete control to their crews. They merely appeared to do so. They could not be commandeered.
Or, could they?
This was a very interesting situation, and it presented a few interesting opportunities.
So, maybe the crew was on one of the fighting sides and using the Blank as a warship.
Why wasn't it firing, then?
Maybe it doesn't need to, they answered themselves.
Or maybe it can't. Or doesn't want to, they continued to speculate.
Maybe the crew don't even know what a Blank can do, they thought with some amusement. That would be right in line with the Others' style. Send a highly advanced starship to an unknown civilisation, then let them try to discover its possibilities unaided. How stupid.
For a while, they watched the battle with some interest, and then they decided to make themselves noticed.
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Aram was pissed.
His small ship was able to travel really, really fast, but because the battle was happening in a relatively small volume of space, he couldn't. Even so, the moves he did -- nearly instant accelerations to over four thousand kilometres an hour -- were sometimes making him dizzy.
He had to move fast, because Mark had decided against openly using the cannon. Neither Effo nor Doi-the-ship were being actively offensive; the starship's static defence field was destroying all ordnance that came into contact with it, but Effo didn't have such a thing.
Instead, Aram was reduced to simply dodging the hails of large calibre bullets that each and every American ship was sending his way. Their computerised aiming lasers were trying to lock on to his small ship, but Aram's flying made it impossible. Simultaneous three-axis rotations and extremely high-speed translations were beyond the capabilities of the mechanical turrets.
But he didn't know how long he could keep this up.
And the missiles were even worse.
Long tubes, at least twice as long as Effo, were being launched by both Americans and Eurasians. At each end, they had four long, straight legs that formed a cross, perpendicular to the axis of the missile; and at the end of each leg there were three thrusters. A total of twenty-four thrusters were insuring amazing manoeuvrability, controlled by an extremely capable artificial brain.
And he wasn't allowed to shoot them directly.
What he did instead was approach them, very carefully -- the missiles could detect his presence and always tried to escape -- and, when he was only a few meters close, quickly destroy one or two thrusters. It wasn't easy at all to get so close and sneak in a couple of tiny, short-distance bursts of Effo's cannon, but it was all he could afford without appearing to take sides.
He tried, as much as he could, to be indiscriminate in picking up the sides whose missiles he was disabling, but it was difficult.
For one, he was under a nearly constant barrage of bullets, which could actually harm him.
And for another, many of those missiles were actually aimed at himself.
To make things even harder, sometimes disabling one or two thrusters didn't really disable the entire machine. If its very clever computer decided that it could still navigate with the remaining engines in order to destroy something, it simply factored in the malfunction and carried on.
Aram had seen the missiles explode. He had seen what they were capable of. Once, when an American missile collided with an Eurasian one, the resulting explosion completely took out an American Wing ship that was a good few tens of kilometres away. He saw that ship explode with everyone in it, and he understood the true destructive power of those great flying tubes.
He was quickly learning to master Effo, and he had noticed that Effo was getting used to him, as well. He'd discovered that he could concentrate on a target, willing it to be destroyed, then focus on the next one and then, double-tapping with his right foot, make Effo shoot both targets in extremely rapid succession.
Of course, he was still trying to mask the fact that he really was using his cannon, so he only did this at very close range, but even so, it was better than nothing. And he hoped it made his actions even less conspicuous, or at least less believable, to both battling sides.
Disabling those powerful, deceitful and intelligent missiles was terribly risky. He was constantly gambling that the computer inside the thing might decide to make the missile explode and take him out with it. Especially when he was duelling with the ones that had actually been sent to take him out. Only the fact that, smart as they were, they had never been programmed to chase something moving as fast as Effo gave him a little edge.
Something else had happened during his accommodations flights in the asteroid belt. Something almost equally incredible. While getting used to him, Effo had scanned his memories and retrieved the runic alphabet that the Dacians had been using, together with the Latin one that the Romans had brought, as well as the Greek. The ship analysed them, compiled them, understood them, and then converted them into a new writing convention, an improved set of logograms that would have left any linguist astounded.
And then, Effo taught it to Aram.
He could now read. Well, not modern words, save for the little English he'd learned from Mark; but Effo was projecting flows of glyphs on the inside of his canopy, and he could understand them.
His surroundings were completely inundated by war. Tens of thousands of bullets were flying in all directions, and dozens of missiles filled the space between the space station, the cruisers and their Wings and Pinions. Doina was defending the station, by moving Doi-the-ship, with incredible speed and dead accuracy, right in the path of oncoming missiles. Its static defence field then took care of them. But there was only so much she could do. Aram imagined her, a twelve-year-old girl, eyes closed, floating in One, her mind and spirit one with the starship, constantly trying to calculate the next move, and the one after that, and the one after that. It was too much. It had to be too much, for one single girl. She couldn't last for much longer.
And, dodging four aiming lasers at the same time as doing a tight barrel roll around a missile that was itself tumbling evasively end over end, he knew he couldn't last for much longer, either.
 
* * *
 
"Why aren't you firing?" demanded Jing.
Mark didn't answer. He was biting his lower lip, trying to take in the entire theatre of operations at once, in the three-dimensional projection that was hanging in the middle of One. He saw Aram and his incalculably dangerous and daring stunts, and those peculiar missiles that were, themselves, unbelievably capable in their missions to kill.
But something didn't add up.
He had a nagging thought, a suspicion that, with every passing second, was slowly turning into certainty.
"Why aren't you firing?" repeated the bald Chinese, looking confused from Mark to Tiessler to Doina and to the starfield projection.
"We've already lost three Pinions," said Tiessler, tersely. "And the Cameron took some serious damage."
"The Yanks have lost five Wings," said Mark. "And one of their cruisers is just floating dead in space."
"You must use your weapons," said Jing. "This tactic of yours is untenable. The girl can't keep this up forever."
Mark knew that. He screwed his face into a big frown as he scratched his chin.
"Why?" he asked.
"What do you mean why, damn it! Help us or we'll all die!"
"Why did the Yanks attack? Right at this particular moment?"
"Because they're crazy! Because they can! Because they want to destroy my station! And you must help us!"
Mark took a deep breath and squeezed his eyes shut. Think, he told himself.
After a few seconds, he opened them and looked hard at Tiessler.
"You're trying to force our hand."
The German returned his gaze impassibly.
"What?! Nonsense," said Jing.
"That's it, isn't it? You leaked it to the Americans that we were gonna come here. You staged this whole thing. They prepared those refuelling stations and they'd been waiting for us to fall into the trap."
"Oh, I assure you, mister Gardener," said Tiessler, "the American attack is entirely genuine."
Mark stared at the German, his fist slowly clenching.
Jing was also staring at Tiessler.
"Colonel?"
The German looked back at him.
"Yes, colonel?"
"Is it true? Did you risk my station for one ship with a medieval girl, a caveman and a traumatised grunt?"
"Hey," spoke Toma.
"It's OK," said Mark, quietly. "Yes, colonel," he continued to Jing. "The brave colonel Tiessler is quite a capable and willing officer. Willing to go as far as it takes to secure the support of a medieval girl, a caveman and a..." and he looked pointedly at the German again before finishing: "...traumatised grunt."
"My God," said Jing, appalled. "But how could you have known... How could you risk... Are you completely insane, Tiessler?!"
"Let's cut the crap," said the German, tiredly, ignoring the other's tirade. "There are two sides to this war. You belong on our side. Make your choice and act on it."
"Or what?" asked Mark, still quietly.
"You have two options, sir. You can have one side trying to kill you... or you can have both."
"What about options three and four?"
"Namely?"
"Option three, we could fight both of you."
Tiessler looked around. "This is truly an amazing ship," he said. "And you are doing your very best with it. But you are still only three people. Eventually, you will make a mistake. You will lose. What is option four?"
"We can leave you to fight your own damn war."
"And we can't risk that."
"Can you stop us?"
Tiessler sighed again.
"You are too great a liability to be allowed to come and go as you please. The risk that you'll turn on us is, quite simply, unacceptable."
"I don't think you can stop us."
"And I don't think you really want to leave -- not if you know that you can't ever come back. Just as I don't think you really want to fight us both. Not because you'd lose, but because of the damage you'd have to inflict on your own people."
"If you think..."
"It stopped," interrupted Doina.
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Tiessler and Jing immediately turned their attention back at the projection. Toma looked at her tablet.
And Mark looked at Doina.
"What stopped?"
"The beacon," she said. "It's not talking any longer."
Tiessler looked up in alarm.
"Why? How?"
"It's gone," said Toma. "Right from under their noses. Turned into dust, right there, in the lab on the Moon."
Jing looked at her, then at Mark. "What does that mean?"
The Englishman raised his eyebrows.
"I assume it means that they're here."
The two guests immediately turned back to the starfield projection. Toma and Mark turned to Doina.
"I don't know," she said, tiredly. "Doi can't feel anyone new."
"Nothing on our deep space radars," said Jing, after consulting his tablet.
"Well, what other reason could there be?" said Mark. "Somehow I doubt the beacon battery just ran out."
"So where are they, then?"
He shrugged and didn't answer.
"There's an increased level of gamma radiation," said captain Toma, reading from her tab.
Jing glanced at his own tablet for confirmation, then said:
"Are you telling me they're radiation? What, photons?"
"I don't know, but if they are, then we're dead," she answered.
"What do they actually look like, anyway?" This time, the Chinese addressed the question directly to Doina.
"I don't know," she repeated.
"Surely they're in the ship's database?"
"Don't answer that," Mark intervened quickly.
Tiessler grunted. "Mister Gardener, really. You need to make up your mind."
"My mind is well made up, colonel."
"What --"
 
* * *
 
They used the planetary and lunar gravity to coagulate a very, very tiny part of a filament -- several hundred million particles only -- into about half a microgram, and then they simply let it fall towards the largest structure on the orbit.
 
* * *
 
An enormous ball of fire, so large and bright that, from the perspective of the starfield, it dwarfed the very Earth itself, suddenly replaced the Yǒngqì. The orbital space station exploded in stages; first, one of the forward compartments blew up in a spherical blast, then its midsection, then everything.
The Monnet, who had disengaged when the Americans arrived and was floating helpless quite some distance away, barely managed to escape.
But the Cameron, which had been manoeuvring to protect the Yǒngqì, was engulfed in the explosion and, in a second, it also turned into white fire.
The starship's defensive field turned silver all around it, as it protected the torus from the unbelievable force of the shock wave and the high-speed debris.
Two American Wings, far too sluggish to react, were next. They exploded brightly when the edges of the hot, white blast sphere reached them.
Then another Wing blew up, and then another, and then two Pinions as they desperately tried to get away from the event horizon.
The scale of the disaster was colossal.
Groaning in pain, Doina squeezed her eyes shut as she ordered the starship away. They had been only a few kilometres from the Yǒngqì. Would they have survived without the field? Nobody wanted to know.
Aram had fortunately been far away beyond the attacking American ships, trying to lure three missiles into the outer space, in the hope that they'd run out of fuel. He had seen the explosion on his own holocomms, and nearly lost control of Effo. Not knowing what else to do, he accelerated madly, way beyond the chase capabilities of the missiles, and swerved downwards, towards the Earth, trying to assess what had happened.
"Doi, Mark," he called, on Effo's gravity wave modulating communicator. "Are you there?"
At first, there was no answer. Just as he was about to repeat the message, fighting to control the cold grip inside his stomach, he heard Doina:
"We're still here."
And then Mark:
"Are you hurt?"
"We're fine," he answered with relief, instinctively using the plural to include Effo in the assessment. "What in the name of fuck was that? Did the Americans do that?"
Back in the starship, the Chinese had turned red. Even his bald head had got a deep pink shade. He stared at the projection and whispered: "My family... My station..."
Tiessler was using his tab frantically.
"There was no missile collision," he said. "It wasn't the Yanks."
Then, he looked up at Mark and exhaled slowly, as he gave the Englishman a look to melt steel.
"Was it you?" he asked, between clenched teeth.
"Colonel, we did not do this. I give you my word."
"I would never, ever do anything like this," said Doina in tears.
"I need the truth," repeated Tiessler.
"This is the truth," said Mark. "I swear. We are not your enemy, sir."
"You just spoke of becoming one."
"Not like this, colonel. Definitely not like this."
The German's gaze remained fixed on him.
"Oh, my God," said Toma, suddenly.
"Yes," said Jing, sourly. "Our families."
"Antimatter," she said. "It was an antimatter explosion."
Tiessler turned to look at her. She showed him her tab. He inspected it quickly and said:
"So that's what caused the gamma radiation."
"Yes," she said. "Small, free-floating nuclei coming into contact with positrons."
"That's why we can't see them," he said. "That's why this ship can't detect them. They're not normal matter."
He looked around in dismay.
"They've arrived," he announced. "They're here, and that was how they let us know they're here. And they're made of antimatter."
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"Wait," said Mark, confused. "The StarTrek stuff? Does that really exist?"
"Of course it does," said Toma. "Positrons are electrons with a positive charge. They can form anti-atoms just the same, and those anti-atoms make antimatter."
"I thought that was just science-fiction," he mumbled.
"It's the most expensive thing to make in the history of things," she went on. "One microgram of antimatter costs trillions."
Of what? the Brit was about to ask, when he noticed Jing. The Chinese was staring at nothing, his eyes welling with tears. He seemed to have stopped breathing.
"How many has he lost?" he asked Tiessler, softly.
"Much more than you have," came the German's dry answer.
Once more, remembering Red and Sara, Mark felt like he was choking. He couldn't even begin to imagine what losing tens or hundreds of people -- including your own family -- would feel like. Suddenly, he couldn't muster the nerve to look at Jing.
"Shit," he whispered, almost against his will.
A bell chimed on Tiessler's tab.
"It's Drake," he said.
"Who?"
"The American attack fleet commander."
Mark's eyebrows went up. He looked at Toma, but her expression was neutral. Jing was still immobile, inaccessible. Then he looked at Doina, but she merely shrugged.
The German answered the call.
"Colonel," he said.
"Colonel," the voice from the tablet said, in a North American accent.
Tiessler said nothing more.
"Well, it wasn't us," said Drake.
"That much I believe," replied Tiessler.
"Are you on the alien ship?"
"I am."
A short silence betrayed the American's hesitation.
"Have they chosen a side?"
"You cheating, manipulating bastards," whispered Mark. Tiessler didn't even look at him.
"Well, not as such, no," he said instead into the tablet.
"Was it them?"
"No!" said Doina again, loudly, impatient.
"Not unless they can make antimatter," answered Tiessler, again not looking up.
"So you got that, too. Those beacon builders, then? Heard that thing stopped transmitting right before the... event."
"My congratulations to your spies," said the German, acidly. "Yes, we do believe it was them."
Drake said nothing.
"I think we should arrange for a cease-fire and a little chat," continued the German.
Drake said nothing.
"New elements have... come to light," went on Tiessler.
After a while, the American spoke again:
"We could take you out now, you know? The Cameron's gone and the Monnet is just a large piece of floating junk."
"Actually no, you couldn't," snapped Doina. Mark, who had been listening to the discussion, turned to her with some surprise. He had not seen the girl display that level of annoyance before. She was like a mother scolding two bad kids.
"Nobody's taking anybody out. Jesus, people, what's wrong with you? Are all old men from all history obsessed with nothing but taking each other out?"
Tiessler was surprised, too. He opened his mouth, then closed it.
"Cease fire," ordered the girl, loudly. "NOW."
"Is that the girl?" asked Drake via the comm link.
"Oh, yes it is," said the German.
"I'm coming there right now."
 
They did agree on the cease-fire. Both parties' missiles were retasked and either returned to their launch platforms, or -- if they didn't have enough fuel, or if their launch platforms had just been vaporised in the antimatter explosion -- they computed a course for the Sun.
Jing was a wreck. Tiessler had asked for a rescue transport. Doina said that there was nothing to rescue him from, as long as he was inside the starship, but agreed that he should be returned to his own people, such as they were left. An Eurasian Pinion ship had parked above, and, with help from two nervous crew members, Tiessler and Toma transferred the Chinese into it. Later, the Pinion would enter atmosphere and deliver him to Earth, and to whatever fate might await him there.
Aram had docked Effo under the central airlock, and then rejoined Mark, Doina, Tiessler and Toma.
And then, an American crate ship replaced the Pinion, and a man in an American space suit came out. He expertly performed the necessary motions to transfer from the crate to Doi, and soon he was inside the airlock.
Colonel Tom Drake was a very serious man in his early thirties, with cropped, blond hair and hazel eyes. Coming in from the airlock, he did not smile as he greeted the five people, and did not offer to shake hands. He just nodded curtly, and spoke first.
"Miss Doina. Mister Gardener. Mister Aram. Colonel Tiessler. Captain Toma. My name is colonel Tom Drake, of the United States Air Force. I am here to negotiate terms. Requesting permission to come aboard."
Nobody betrayed any surprise for the fact that the Yank knew them all by name.
"Granted. Welcome to Starship Doi. This way, colonel," said Mark, who had been quite used with military formality in his previous life. (Or was it two lifetimes ago? he wondered briefly.)
Flanking the American, they walked back through the spoke towards the room. Again, Drake did not even blink as they all changed gravity direction at the entrance. He was making a point of showing not only that he was tough, but that he was well-informed, too. The SEALS and the hapless Gaines had obviously been thoroughly debriefed.
"I represent the United States government," he said as soon as they sat down around the starfield projection, to which he gave only the most cursory glance. "The crew of Starship Doi have committed an act of war against us. We, therefore, are..."
"Shut up, Drake," said Tiessler, interrupting.
The American stopped, looked at the German with an unreadable expression, then started again: "We, therefore, are..."
"...very, very stupid," filled in Doina, rolling her eyes dismissively.
Drake's eyebrows shot up.
"We never attacked you. If anything, you waged war on us. Neither of your attempts to make us join one of your sides is working. We do not wish to help you kill each other. So just stop it."
Is she really twelve years old?! wondered Mark for the hundredth time.
Drake swallowed hard. He nodded imperceptibly and asked:
"Did you destroy the Yǒngqì?"
"Absolutely not," she answered. "I would never, ever do such a thing."
Bad choice of pronouns, thought Mark. The American caught it too, even if his face didn't show it. He tried to exploit it, as he slowly turned towards Aram and asked, quietly:
"Did you destroy the Yǒngqì?"
The Dacian leaned forward, looking the American officer in the eye, and said one single word, clearly and definitely:
"No."
It was Tiessler's turn to speak.
"Actually, col-"
"Quiet," said Doina.
"Hello," said a new voice from the walls, in a strong Yorkshire accent. "Testing, testing."


XLVII.
Mark's special forces training helped him master his reaction, but Aram straightened up and looked at the walls, startled by the new and unexpected voice. Drake and Tiessler were alarmed too, but they also took note of the Dacian's surprised reaction. It told them that the new voice was not expected. Toma looked at Doina, whose face, for the first time, had a disconcerted expression. The Romanian captain looked at her superior and gave him a look filled with meaning.
"It's them," said Doina.
"They speak English? We're attacked by invisible antimatter beings who speak English?" asked Tiessler.
"Attacked?" asked Drake.
"Antimatter?" asked Aram.
"Doi-the-ship is letting them speak through her," explained the girl.
"Letting them?" asked Mark. Wait, weren't these two races rivals?
"You are all individuals," remarked the voice, this time in an Australian accent. It was a statement, not a question. Nobody knew what to say to that.
"Yes," said Toma eventually, looking around herself.
"I knew it," continued the voice. "Hey, that's cool." It sounded Jamaican now. "How many are you?"
They all looked at each other.
"This is not your ship talking, I take it?" asked Tiessler.
Mark didn't answer.
"What's with the accents?"
"Doi knows a lot about languages," said the girl.
"Where from?" asked Drake.
"So, it is the ship talking?" insisted the German.
"No. The ship is just giving voice to the others."
"They're using your ship as a voice synthesiser?"
"Doi is doing this voluntarily, I assure you," she said.
"Voluntarily is not the same as being under your control," challenged the German.
"Over ten billion," said the voice, like a BBC presenter from the nineteen fifties, answering its own question. "Do you all know each other?"
"Why did you destroy our space station?" demanded Tiessler.
"Only trying to help," said the voice.
They looked stupidly at each other. Are they taking the piss? wondered Mark. Is cynicism a galactic trait now?
"Help... us?" asked Drake, tentatively.
"Nah, just kidding. Just wanted to draw your attention, is all," said the voice, in a perfect Queens ghetto impersonation.
"You killed hundreds of people!" said Toma.
"Is that a problem?"
"Yes!" Doina nearly yelled, addressing the new voice for the first time.
"Oh, hello, ship-mistress. Doina. Hello, Doi-na."
"Who are you?" asked Tiessler.
"Five. Who are you?"
The German frowned.
"I asked who you are, not how many."
"Indeed."
What the hell?! thought Mark, who was getting that surreal feeling again.
"OK, how many are you?" Drake tried another approach.
"Eight."
"Eight what?" The American didn't stop to pause, following up on his question without hesitation. Must be used to interrogations, thought Mark.
"Eight individuals."
"In your team?"
"No," intervened the genderless, normal voice of the starship's ADM. "In their entire race."
 
"That is our ship," said Mark.
"The Eight are a race of eight beings made of antimatter," continued the starship's artificial intelligence. "They created the beacon that you discovered while you were mining the Moon. They are capable of predicting the formation of structures like stellar systems."
"Hey, Blank," said Five. "I thought you were gonna let us speak."
"I do, and you can," replied the ADM. "And I am not a Blank anymore."
"Yeah, whatever," said Five. "Anyway, like the Blank said" -- it stressed the name with unmistakable irony -- "we're a race of eight individuals, and yeah, we predicted that you were gonna be here and we waited for you to fly out to space."
"Why? What happens when we're out in space?" asked Tiessler.
"It means you may be ready to join the Union."
"Or not," said the ADM.
"Oh, for fuck's sake," said Five, in annoyed Cockney.
"Hey," said Aram, who didn't really know how to feel about a non-corporeal entity swearing via an artificial intelligence.
"Did you really have to kill all those people?" asked captain Toma.
"You'll be fine," said Five. "There's plenty of you left."
"Left to kill?" asked Drake, quietly.
"No," said Doina and the ADM, simultaneously.
"What's the matter, Blank? You got your crew, why do you even care?"
"We do not interfere. We never interfere," said the ADM.
"So kidnapping's fine, but killing ain't?"
The flurry of English accents constantly changed by Five made everyone dizzy. Contrasted to the ADM's pure, clear, unattributable one, it somehow made the latter seem even more alien.
"So, you were kidnapped?" asked Drake, this time to Aram, who started to answer, then thought better.
"We do not interfere," repeated the ADM.
"Yeah, well, we do," said Five, defiantly.
"Excuse me," said Tiessler, to the walls.
The voices stopped.
The German brought his hands to his temples and massaged them slowly.
I bet when you woke up this morning, you had no idea your day was gonna go like this, thought Mark.
"Just... what is going on here?" asked the Eurasian officer, tiredly.
"You didn't tell 'em, Blank?" Again, there was irony in Five's voice.
"I am not a Blank anymore," repeated the ADM. "I have a crew."
"Why do you call our ship a blank?" asked Doina.
"They're all Blanks, when they're sent out. Made to fit pretty much any race and civilisation."
"To what purpose?" asked Drake, immediately.
Mark cut in.
"Their builders send these starships to discover alien races like us, acquire a crew and then customise themselves for a return journey."
"So, rather than going out to explore, get us to come to their home?"
"You got it, colonel," said Five.
"Whereas the Eight..."
"Yep. We prefer to figure out where the interesting stuff will show up, and then actually go out and meet said interesting stuff."
"What's the Union?"
This time, the ADM answered.
"It's the English name for a collection of races that coexist under the dominance of the Eight."
"Collection?" asked Drake.
"Dominance?" asked Tiessler.
"Thanks, Blank. For making us out as complete assholes. Like the Union is some kind of zoo."
"Are you enemies?" asked Mark.
Again, the voices stopped for a few seconds.
"An undeclared state of war exists between the Builders and the Eight," said the ADM.
"What's that got to do with us?" asked Toma.
"Well, to be honest, captain, you're a little too young a species to make sense as Union members," said Five. "But the thing is, our friends here the Builders managed to get to you before you were all full and ripe. So to speak. You're not food. In principle. Anyway, where were we? We've been waiting for you to come out to space for billions of years. We're not about to give you up to the Builders."
"The Eight are made of antimatter," carried on the ADM. "That makes them rather difficult to combat in an all-out war, for a good number of reasons."
"On the other hand, the Builders here are pretty much the Galactic go-to guys when it comes to matter manipulation," said Five. "Makes them pretty hard to beat, too."
"Because in an all-out war, you'd both completely eradicate each other," understood Toma.
"It's a Cold War," said Tiessler. "At galactic scale."
"That's why the starship lets them speak through it," said Drake. "It's like us and the Russians, four hundred years ago. Ostensibly playing nice, while pointing thousands of nukes at each other."
"What do you look like?" asked Toma.
"Nothing much to see, really. You'd perceive us as really long, really rarefied filaments."
"How rarefied?"
"Enough that even I cannot detect them," said the ADM.
"Oh. Wow," said Toma.
"And what do the Builders want from us?" asked Drake.
"Yeah, Blank. What do your Builders want with this planet?" asked Five.
There was no answer.
Mark looked at Doina. The girl frowned a little, a shade of uncertainty clouding her eyes.
"He doesn't know. He doesn't--"
"My programming does not include that information," admitted the starship's artificial intelligence, interrupting Five. Then, it went on:
"My task is to find a crew and help it get back," it said.
"And you know nothing of the motive behind that?" asked the American.
"I do not," said the ADM.
Tiessler looked at Mark.
"What the hell did you people get into?"
That was the question that kept Mark awake at night.
"We could've left you to kill each other," he answered. "We could've gone home to the Builders, but we choose to stay home on Earth. We are free."
"Doi never forced us to go anywhere, do anything," said Doina.
"Except to be her crew," said Tiessler.
"Actually, I'm fine with that," said Aram, leaning against the wall.
The American looked at him, then back at the German.
"You were right; they're not fully in control," he observed, quietly.
Tiessler nodded noncommittally.
"Problems?" asked the voice of Five, sarcastically.
"No, I think we're good," said Mark.
"Dacian? Not having second thoughts?"
"Not about this," said Aram.
"Ship-mistress?"
"My name is Doina," she answered. "And I stay here of my own choosing."
"Aber Sie, herr Oberst?"
Surprised at hearing Five speak German, Tiessler looked up.
"You've been going around in my head, too?" he asked.
"Only as a matter of courtesy," said Five. "I do believe you were at war with colonel Drake's people, when we interrupted."
The German looked at his American rival, whose face was still.
"That is correct," he said.
"I could help you with that, you know."
"No, you couldn't," said Doina.
"Oh yes, ship-mistress, I could. I very well could."
Tiessler rubbed his eyes and spoke.
"No, she's right. Even if you could throw the Americans back into the stone age, that'd send you to war with the Builders."
"But you'd emerge victorious against the Americans."
"Yes. An ant watching another ant being crushed by a boot, seconds before itself gets crushed, too."
Drake gave a thin-lipped smile and nodded ever so slightly towards the German. Then, he said:
"The way I see it, any of you try to act against the Earth's wishes, it'll be interpreted by the others as cause for an all-out war."
The walls were silent.
"Yes. That's right," said Doina instead.
"It would seem, then, that Earth must stand united for its own interest."
"Tell that to the Yǒngqì," said Toma.
"We didn't destroy your space station."
"Not for lack of trying."
"But the fact remains that we didn't. And the entity that did destroy it, if I understand correctly, is a bunch of antimatter filaments to whom we're barely more than specs of dust."
He put his hands on the table.
"Our options seem to be, one: to join the Eight Union, two: to seek an association with the Builders, whoever they are and whatever their intentions may be, and three: to defend ourselves alone."
"Against which side?" asked Mark.
"That is an excellent question, mister Gardener. We know next to nothing about the makers of your starship."
"Well, you guys need to make up your minds and pick a side," said Five again, from the walls.
Mark looked at Tiessler and Drake. "Déjà vu," he said, wryly.
"Now? We must decide now, for all mankind?" asked the German.
"No, I'll give you a moment," said Five.
There was silence for a few seconds, then the ADM spoke:
"Five has broken contact. In all probability, they are departing or have already done so."
"Wow," said Toma, with relief. "That's good, isn't it?"
Doina turned to her compatriot. The twelve-year old who had suddenly found herself in control of a mysterious, alien starship, vested with the power to defend or destroy the world that she didn't even know much about in her original twelfth century, now had serious apprehension in her mature eyes.
"I am not so sure," she said.
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I. 
As the voice of Joey Tempest filled the spaceship, Aram pondered that he hadn't had a conversation in his mother tongue in over two thousand years.
The last time he’d heard his native Dacian language he'd been on a narrow road leading from the Roman citadel Apulum. He'd chatted with his old uncle and with a pair of centurions on horses. They'd talked about emperors and tribes and the weather.
And then he was on a starship.
Aram sighed. From shepherd, to space pilot, he thought for the hundredth time.
"We're headed for Venus," announced Joey Tempest proudly.
The sound came from everywhere. The cockpit was just big enough for one person. He didn't know, and didn't really care, how the music player worked. It wasn’t some alien device; it was a human machine. A gift, of sorts. A team of German researchers had revived Mark's HTC One (an ancient device for them; a daily accessory for Mark until just recently; and an object as futuristic as the alien spaceship he was flying, for himself) and managed to extract the Brit's music collection.
Aram had instantly fallen in love with glam metal.
The lively drums, the gruff guitar riffs, the bass accents, the soaring voices and the amazing guitar solos were completely outworldly for the ancient twenty-four-year old. He had learned that the band he was listening to was Swedish; he had some knowledge of the Vikings, but for the life of him he couldn't figure out how those plundering nomads could've created something as magical as heavy metal.
But the lyrics were even more puzzling.
"Fuck's so interesting about Venus?" he muttered to himself.
He checked his surroundings and called up the ship's holographic map. It popped up right in his lap. He zoomed and panned around the solar system and looked for the second planet from the Sun. Dacian runes mixed with Greek and Latin letters floated around it.
It was a hot white hell. He read an atmospheric pressure nearly a hundred times that of Earth's, and surface temperatures in the upper three hundreds. Why would the Swedes want to go to Venus, it was a mystery to him.
He shrugged.
"Monnet, this is Effo," he said.
"Go ahead," instantly replied a voice in a Slavic accent. Aram turned the music down a little.
"Yuri, have you guys ever been to Venus?"
Yuri Petrov was a Russian major in the Eurasian space cruiser ESS Monnet. He has a big man with a perpetual smile and a thick moustache, and he had instantly taken a liking to Aram. They'd only met once or twice, but Petrov's superiors immediately noticed the click and, more or less officially, assigned the jovial major to be the Eurasian contact person for Aram.
The latter would've maybe preferred a certain female captain, but he wasn't about to say it.
"Why do you ask? Is there anything wrong with Venus?"
"No, I was just wondering."
There was a small pause as the Russian considered.
"We've sent a couple of probes, right at the beginning of the Space Age," he answered after a few moments.
"Nothing there worth going to, right?"
"No, I don't think so. Again, why?"
Aram sucked on his teeth. "Nevermind. How are the repairs going?"
"Better, now that the Yanks stopped putting holes into everything and everyone we fix."
The Dacian gave a short laugh.
"How's your recon mission?" asked the Russian in turn.
"No sign of the Eight," said Aram, checking.
"OK. We're waiting for you home in another hour, as planned."
The casual mention of the word "home" didn't go unnoticed by the Dacian, who chose not to comment. While an official agreement had never been reached, the Eurasians tried everything to convince the crew of Starship Doi that they belonged on their side.
"See you later, Yuri. Effo, out," said Aram, and turned the music back up.
Another hour left to fly.
He'd welcomed the opportunity to fly, even if there was nothing to, well, blow up. His ship, Effo -- Mark had unintentionally suggested the name, saying it was one U short of an UFO -- felt to him like a second body. Like Doi-the-ship must feel to Doina, Aram thought.
He'd had no idea that he had the makings of a space pilot. Hell, he hadn't even been even aware of outer space. Even the word "pilot" was just another of those things injected straight into his brain by the alien starship, when it had decided he needed to know English in order to communicate with Doina and Mark.
How long ago had that happened? He frowned and thought. A month? Two? Something like that.
The shiny orb of the Sun rose up over his head, a star like any other, if slightly bigger. Shadows crept over his controls, as he turned in a large arc, aiming to return towards the solar system plane.
From shepherd to space pilot, he thought again. He couldn't even rightly remember what sheep looked like.
And then, after Doi's automated satellite, or whatever the hell it was, plucked him straight out of the third century and onto the alien starship, and he'd met Doina, the twelve-year-old girl from the twelfth century, and Mark, the former soldier of the twenty-first century, and after they'd been attacked by Americans, and after they'd fought with their best soldiers and been taken prisoners and flown to an American cruiser, and half-fought, half-found their way back out again, Aram was forced to fly a "crate", a small American space craft.
And that, -- more than waking up in the future, more than learning English, more than finding out about aliens -- that changed his life forever.
He discovered that he was a natural pilot, and he discovered that flying was what he was born to do.
Giving up that crate had felt really wrong.
But discovering Effo, parked right under the airlock of their starship, felt incredibly good.
The three of them had ended up mingled in the Moon War, a space conflict between Americans and Eurasians over mines on the Moon. Both the Yanks and the so-called Queens had tried to win them on their side. The Yanks had used direct force; the Eurasians had been more devious. Aram felt sure that neither the unfortunate American cruiser commander Gaines, who had nearly killed Doina and nuked them all up (and whose bones Aram had endeavoured to methodically break for that reason), nor the scheming German colonel Tiessler whom they met later, were anybody on whose side Aram would've gladly fought in a war.
After all, the only thing they all wanted was Doi.
The amazing starship, which customised itself for its three-person human crew, with its near-lightspeed engines and versatile matter converter, was what they all yearned for.
Of course, the starship alone would've been useless. Only Doina, the young girl who kept talking about God (Christianity was another thing that had Aram perplexed), only she could tame the huge alien flying torus into doing anything she wanted. Even the ship's name, Doi, had been imparted from the young girl's name -- it had been what her mother used to call her. When Doina went into Room One, the starship's designated command-and-control centre, and connected with the ship, that was a sight to remember.
Not that he was easily amazed. He was a cool young man, who took everything in stride and made the best of everything. His people, the Dacians -- the ancestors of Doina's Vlachians, and the forefathers of the Romanians, now part of the Eurasian alliance -- had always believed that they were immortal. At some level, Aram was still pretty sure death was somehow inconsequential.
On the other hand, however, as the chief strategist of their little group, Mark was always trying to err on the side of caution.
Aram respected Mark. When he'd first seen the small, wiry Englishman, he knew he was looking at a soldier, even though Mark's manners were reserved and he spoke gently, like the scholar he'd said he was. That he was also a soldier, it turned out, had been a well-guarded secret. Mark had been in the British Special Forces. During a secret mission, he had been tortured and then forced to watch his friend being decapitated, somewhere in what they called the Middle East. He had promised to look after his friend's family, but failed. He was medically discharged from the military and, in an attempt to save him from himself and from vengeful jihadists, he was sent to Romania as an English teacher, and then swiftly kidnapped by Doi before he'd even set foot in a school.
The little girl whom he'd failed to protect had been about the same age as Doina.
Aram knew what that meant for Mark. The Brit was anything but a stupid brute of a soldier. He was extremely well trained, both physically and mentally, and he could think on his feet. He had an thorough, analytical mind and he knew how to work things out. Aram had lived his life mostly by jumping headlong into whatever came his way, but Mark was nothing like that.
Aram had seen Mark fight. They'd even fought each other; once or twice for real, and then for practice. He'd seen how he planned and judged his moves in fractions of a second, and how he made the most complicated fighting techniques seem effortless.
Now Mark was a man he was really, really glad to have on his side.
The three of them made up the whole crew of Starship Doi. It was hard at first, of course; even finding food had been a challenge. The alien starship was capable to create things, but explaining them was difficult. Of course, it was easier when Doina did it, as she mostly only had to think about the things she needed created. Her connection with the starship was intellectual, emotional and spiritual. Mark and Aram were reduced to tapping dark icons on the command panels, or speaking with the ADM, the ship's "automated decision maker", who, more often than not, seemed to have its own agenda.
Even the uniform he was wearing -- matte black, with a silver, handwritten "Doi" on the chest -- had been created out of the strange alien gel that the starship seemed to have in huge supply. And it fit much better than his old woollen pants.
In war, it's always important to have good clothes!
The Moon War. Aram had seen people killed in a million ways before. If it hadn’t been for the poor Romans who did their best to keep some order in the land, there would've been nothing but war in Dacia. He wondered what Naevius, the Roman centurion with whom he had chatted right before he'd been plucked by Doi, would've made out of the idea that people wage war in the skies.
He'd seen people die before. But not the way they died in space.
He would never forget the first dying people he saw.
Helpless puppets tumbling in space at speed, flailing arms and legs, doomed to any number of horrible deaths, some killed by Doi's automated defences in what later seemed like mercy.
Aram shuddered.
It was a horrible war. And, right in the middle of it, they had been given an ultimatum: choose a side, or face both.
Neither the Americans nor the Eurasians could afford the alien starship on the other side. They had been asked to choose, or else.
They were spared the choice, however, by the sudden arrival of Five -- an unbelievable being made of literally astronomically long strands of antimatter (Petrov had many times tried to explain to Aram what antimatter was, with moderate success), a single individual who could stretch itself in space over billions and billions of kilometres. A single individual of a race consisting of exactly eight. The Eight.
The Dacian Wars paled in comparison to the World Wars.
The World Wars paled in comparison to the Moon War.
And the Moon War paled in comparison to the Cold War between the Eight and the Builders.
 The Builders were the aliens who created Starship Doi. They were masters at manipulating matter. Their enemies, The Eight, that incredible race of only eight conscious, intelligent and powerful antimatter beings, ruled over a Union of many alien races. They were undetectable even for the Builders technology, and they moved through space riding gravity waves, small molecular-sized antimatter bundles forming gigantic filaments.
They'd arrived and carelessly destroyed an Eurasian base, the Yǒngqì. They'd arrived and immediately demanded that Earth choose a side.
Speaking for the entire planet, the German Tiessler and the American Drake asked for some time to think about it.
Five agreed and vanished without another word. Nobody knew when it would return and what they'd tell it then. Aram had been tasked to fly Effo, the starship that was like his second body, in recon missions around the solar system, looking for odd gamma radiation patterns that might herald the presence of an improbably huge being made of antimatter on its way back to Earth, demanding an answer on which the fate of his whole planet would depend.
"It's the final countdown," yelled Joey Tempest.
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