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Episode 1

Greenmail





1

 
 There was life in outer space, but you didn’t want to get it on you. 


  “Spore, three o’clock!” Hearing the call, Bridget spun and pointed her rifle. Her armor’s systems took it from there, targeting the laser beam within angstroms of the Spore’s most vital place. Crimson energy flashed. An instant later, the greenish boil went gray and shattered, surrendering its peculiar life to the asteroid’s night.


  “Confirm kill,” Bridget said into her helmet mic. “Eyes wide, people. Where there’s Spore, there’s more.” 


  “Right, Chief,” her flanker responded. 


  Bridget Yang knew the Spore wasn’t really a spore, but “Exotic Formation Seven-Alpha” didn’t scream omnivorous alien terror. She didn’t come up with the names. She just did the shooting — or, at least, she carried the gun close enough to do its job. No drone could do this work. Not even out here, on an airless clump of rock orbiting Altair, a star that had been just a twinkle in humanity’s sky forty years earlier.  


  Humanity had reached the stars and found them open for business. But just as the pioneering sea traders of Earth’s past had disturbed strange natural enemies, things weren’t any different in 2138. Chief Yang and her armored teammates were needed. No one knew where the space-borne Spore had come from, or how to curb its appetite; Earth had simply joined the Signatory Systems pact in part to combat it. “Surge teams” — surgical strike units like hers — had proved the best defense by far. 


  Laserfire flashed from beyond a shattered wall in the devastated compound. O’Herlihy, Bridget thought. A glimpse at the data feed projected against her helmet’s faceplate confirmed it: her other fire team had found another small outgrowth. Specimens of Seven-Alpha ranged from pea-sized to gargantuan; the largest Bridget had ever seen had been chowing down on a moon…or what was left of a moon when she and the traders had found it. 


  But large or small, each lump of Spore had something like a nucleus inside its transparent membrane. Where a precision shot caused the mindless beings to disintegrate, even a slight miss released living particles that took root promptly on anything nearby. That was where the technology helped — and it did now, as she spotted another splotch of green. As she touched the trigger, the systems in her HardSHEL armor unit kicked the suit’s internal servos into gear. Bridget became a puppet, her arm and rifle smoothly guided into the exact position for a perfect shot.  


  It was almost too easy. All her teammates had to do was bring their weapons reasonably close to their targets — and then decide to fire. That final decision was one no professional would ever give up to a computer.  


  “Not much fun this way,” her flanking gunman said, watching Bridget’s body return to her control. 


  “This isn’t supposed to be fun,” Bridget snapped. “You want laughs, Dinner, look at yourself in the mirror after you get out of the shower.” It was known throughout the barracks that Arbutus Dinner had more hair on his body than a sheepdog. “I don’t care that it’s easy,” Bridget said. “I care about people not screwing up. If this gear can help…” 


  Her eyes suddenly flashed onto the feed from the surveillance drone hovering meters above them. She turned her head. “Watch it, Stubek!” 


  Someone was screwing up: the rookie in the rear. A bulging growth of Spore to her right, Lynn Stubek went into a firing stance, ready to fire a point-blank shot. But she triggered her weapon before her boot could adhere properly to the asteroid’s low-gravity surface. The motion of her servo-assisted arms shifted her mass enough that her shot went a centimeter wide. The beam lanced the Spore, which ballooned outward — alive and more dangerous than ever. 


  “No!” Stubek saw the goo on her gun first and threw it aside. No good. It was on her armor, too. 


  “Dammit, Stubek!” Bridget slung her weapon and stood fast. Her armor’s systems identified and highlighted other Spore fragments tumbling in the low-gee. It would be seconds before she could navigate through them to Stubek. The rookie fell to the rocky surface and writhed, clawing frantically at the splotches on her breastplate. 


  “That won’t work,” Bridget said. “Burn! Burn!” 


  Stubek’s eyes fixed on her discarded rifle, glowing as the metal-loving organism feasted. Her armor’s composite coating was distasteful to the Spore, but nothing known was truly proof against its appetite. 


  “Burn!” 


  “I can’t remember,” Stubek howled, rattled. “I can’t remember the command!” 


  Bridget threw her rifle aside. Seeing a meter-wide path between the drifting particles of Spore, she dove forward, letting the servos guide her. Her arms wrenched painfully as the suit stretched and moved her limbs into a bizarre contortionist’s swim through the darkness. Landing beside Stubek, Bridget ripped the foil towel from her utility pack. Wiping clean the external override port on Stubek’s armor, Bridget keyed in her code — one half of the confirmation. The chief’s voice was the other half. “Surge Altair, Yang, commanding unit Stubek, Lynn. Burn! Burn!”  


  Bridget tumbled clear as a blaze of energy enveloped Stubek’s form. Half the megawatts in Stubek’s armor redirected to its skin, cauterizing the Spore in a silent sizzle. The chief’s visor went dark, adjusting against the flash. 


  Rising, Bridget saw Dinner and the other two members of her fire team directing tiny laser bursts at the remaining globs. Stubek lay on the ground, her armor a fused ceramic cocoon. That was why it was a last-ditch method; it made million-dollar units into mummies. 


  Bridget looked down at the rookie. “You’re all right. Your unit says so.” 


  “Don’t worry about me,” Stubek said, catching her breath. She forced a chuckle. “I’ll just lie here.” 


  At least she’s got a sense of humor, Bridget thought as she stepped over the immobilized trooper. For this sweep, she’d brought Stubek over from Hiro Welligan’s crew, hoping to try to undo any bad habits her most slapdash squad leader had probably instilled. She’d make Hiro retrieve the woman and pry her out of the suit. It’d serve him right. 


  Incompetence had nearly killed them all this week. Four days earlier, the parent Spore had first attacked the asteroid facility. It should’ve been an easy defense for Bridget to mount, with their technology.  


  Only she didn’t have it. Having returned from another action, Surge Team Altair was outfitted with its high-grav armor. The correct gear for asteroid combat was supposedly on its way to them. But some idiot at the provisioning center had sent armor for the wrong species. Only Bridget’s quick thinking — and her team’s willingness to stuff themselves into combat suits meant for their starfish-like Uutherum allies — had saved the whole asteroid from being digested. 


  They had nearly been killed by a clerical error.  


  Bridget was still livid. More so now, triple-checking what was left of the place she’d called home for two years.


  “Heard you lost one, Chief.” Michael O’Herlihy led his wedge of warriors around the corner of a half-eaten wall. He looked around, his toothy smile visible through his faceplate. “So where is the rookie?” 


  “Staring at the stars and thinking it over,” Bridget said. 


  “I want y’all to learn from that,” he told his team. “Wanna feel worthless fast? Just lose a firefight with a germ.” 


  Bridget smirked. O’Herlihy and his drawl always cheered her up.  


  One of their jokes was that she was more Irish than he was. Bridget was the black-haired and green-eyed daughter of a Chinese Greenlander father and a mother from Kilcorney; O’Herlihy had grown up in Little Arkansas, just outside Beijing. And never stopped growing, it seemed; the man towered over her even without a battlesuit. 


  His team looked no worse for their recon. “What have you got?” Bridget asked. 


  “There’s a spot where everything caved in,” he said, drawing on his hand with a gloved finger. A mark appeared on the map display inside Bridget’s helmet. “Back near the unit’s storehouse. It’s a god-awful mess, Chief.” 


  Bridget wasn’t surprised. That was where the Spore had first awakened. A small amount had come in on a bangbox, the basic cargo unit for space travel, somehow slipping past the inspections at the interstellar transit station. More incompetence. 


  “Found a box that looks intact,” O’Herlihy said. “Fell in when the ground collapsed.” 


  Bridget’s eyes narrowed. “Show me.” 


  O’Herlihy started to write on his hand. 


  “In person,” she said. 


  *  *  *


  Bridget stood over the maw filled with undigested rubble and bits of steel that had once been her team’s home. There it was, all right: a bangbox, half buried in the pile, its frame reflecting the floodlights from their suits. The ’boxes were twice the width of an old-time railroad car; sixteen light years away, similar containers were running on maglev tracks between every major Earth city. 


  “No signal,” she said. The container should have been broadcasting what it was and what it held. “Must be damaged.”  


  “The hard way, then,” O’Herlihy said, grinning. He handed his rifle to Dinner and scrambled down into the mess. The top of the box’s doorframe could just be seen. Bracing himself against the container, O’Herlihy began digging, heaving the rocks away as if they had as little mass as they had weight. 


  A red light flashed in Bridget’s helmet. Falcone, her expedition’s administrator, was paging. She ignored this call, like the others. Corporate impatience had no place while security forces were in the field. Yet, the clean-up phase of the operation seemed finally done—


  “Gaahhh!” 


  Bridget looked into the crater. Green bubbles blasted from a gash in the ’box, spreading into the vacuum and spattering O’Herlihy, who stumbled backward. 


  “Spore!” At the cavity’s edge, Dinner and the others called down. “Burn! Burn!”  


  O’Herlihy struck the ground, verdant paste smeared on his faceplate. Bridget heard him start to recite the code that would trigger his own armor to react as the rookie’s had earlier. 


  Then she took another look at the green globules, boiling from the container.  


  “Wait a minute,” she called, leaping downward. “Mike, wait!” 


  “Chief!” Dinner yelled. Bridget clambered into the pit, heedless of the spray hitting her.  


  “Wait!” She scrambled to O’Herlihy’s side. Two flicks of her right ring finger called up the spectral analysis tool, and a beam of light from atop her faceplate washed over her companion’s midsection.  


  That’s not right, she thought, examining the readout. She knelt over O’Herlihy. The man struggled as she neared. “Bridgie, are you crazy?” 


  “Hush,” she said. She opened her utility pack and withdrew a plastic tube. Quickly, she scraped up a clump of the green substance from the armor’s surface. Then she inserted the vial into the feeder port just below her helmet’s mouthpiece and cycled the vacuum lock. The port was a means of getting oral antidotes into the environment suit; now, Bridget used it to bring the would-be death organism to her mouth. She stuck out her tongue.


  O’Herlihy’s stunned eyes locked on hers. “Chief, are you nuts?” 


  Licking her lips, Bridget ignored him. Her human taste buds confirmed what her electronic sensors had told her. It made no sense. 


  And then it did, all at once. Bridget Yang realized there was much more to what had happened to her base than anyone had imagined.  


  She started climbing back out of the hole, more furious than before. 


  On his knees, O’Herlihy gawked. “You’re crazy, Bridgie. You’re gonna die!” 


  “Nope,” Bridget said, looking back on the seeping ’box. Anger flared in her eyes. “But I am going to kill someone!” 
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 Executing two million. Pow! 


  With the whispered command and a wiggle of his little finger, Jamison Sturm set forces in motion millions of kilometers away. Once again, his split-second decision had changed the lives of countless people he’d never met. If some suffered — well, that wasn’t his problem. Details were for those on the ground.  


  Another hundred thousand executed. So long, London. Bang! Bang! 


  “Yes! Think I beat the close,” he announced, blue eyes beaming under straw-colored brows.  


  “You’re the champ, Jamie.” 


  “The champ presses my shirts,” he said, thrusting his arms toward the trading floor’s rounded ceiling. “I am King God America!” 


  And he felt like it.


  But now he had to wait. Even a king was subject to the laws of physics. Jamie slid back into his chair and downed the dregs of his coffee. It was easier to trade stocks in the old days, he thought as he watched the countdown on the isopanel before him. Back near the dawn of electronic trading — a century and a half earlier — even someone selling a single share could expect confirmation within seconds. Meanwhile, Jamie had a trillion-dollar portfolio to manage — and another three minutes to wait before he learned whether the six billion dollars he’d just moved got where it was going. What kind of service was that? 


  Of course, he was on Venus. Or rather, in orbit above its far side, or dark side, or whatever they called it. It always looked the same to him: a shining white rainbow over a sea of nothing. It rose outside his window every eight minutes as the part of the station that held the trading floor rotated; it made for a disorienting sight, but it was the only way to simulate gravity. But why look? Jamie knew there wasn’t anything to see down on Venus. The true action was elsewhere.  


  Out there. 


  In the stars, obviously — but also at home, on Earth. Home was a minute and thirty-six light-seconds away and getting closer every moment, as Venus approached perigee. The return window couldn’t come quickly enough for Jamie, whose sixteen-month duty shift was at an end. In four days he’d be landing in Socorro; in five, he’d be departing Barcelona for the ferry to Ibiza. There, his skinny white butt would bake for at least a month. Retiring at thirty-one was a little later than he’d always planned, but the extra year — or two, in Venus accounting — was worth it. 


  Forty billion dollars worth it. Yeah, that’d be worth leaving the game in his prime for. He still loved it, of course. There was no one better, not that he’d ever met. But there was no sense being greedy.


  An alert from his deskstation jolted Jamie upright: confirmation from the London exchange. There was no waiting on that end, at least. The algorithm he’d sent had successfully executed his complex series of trades in less time than it took for the sound of the chime to reach his ears. It was done.  


  Jamie pulled a comb from his gray vest and ran it through his slick blond hair. Sensing his act, the liquid crystal displays surrounding his workstation became a three-way mirror.  


  He called across the aisle. “Dinner, Selena?” 


  The young Thai woman in the other cubicle simply growled.


  “Not an answer,” he said, straightening his tie. 


  “It’s the same answer,” Selena said. “Even when you’re at the table, you never leave the desk. Some of us have other interests, Your Highness.” 


  Before Jamie could respond, a flash came from outside the station, bathing the trading floor in green light. The camera images of Jamie disappeared, replaced by a stream of data. He turned, aware. Had his all-important shipment come in? 


  Selena spoke calmly and efficiently. “I see it. Eighteen boxes at Charlie.” 


  That’s not it, he thought. “Manifest?” 


  “Thulium. Independent traders — we’re just the carrier. Arcturus contracts at ten?” 


  “I’m on it.” By habit, Jamie flicked his right hand to bring up a digital report. He dismissed it without a glance. The Quaestor Corporation’s technical advisory program had analyzed the incoming payload and made its recommendations; Jamie already knew what they were. And now Quaestor’s Earthside financial arm would know, too — as soon as the speed of light allowed. He punched a key.


  Another billion dollars. Bam. Bam. 


  Jamie knew what he was doing, and he knew it wasn’t at all fair. Known by the giggle-inducing nickname “whirlibangs,” the five interdimensional transit stations orbiting Venus received thousands of containers — known even more provocatively as “bangboxes” — from Signatory worlds every day. By a fluke of twenty-second-century physics, there was no way to know what the containers held until they arrived in normal space. Like artificial gravity, instantaneous communication was still the stuff of science fiction.


  And so Venus had remained the combined customs office, immigration stop, and quarantine for the Solar System. Its orbit was near the “sweet spot” where the circular tracks that hurled ’boxes through the dimensional ether functioned best. That wasn’t so sweet for humanity, which resided inconveniently on the next planet over — but it was delectable opportunity for Jamie. By keeping a watch on the whirlibangs from Ops Station, Quaestor and the other outfits on the curved floor of the bourse had a three-to-seven-minute jump on Earth’s markets. Even if their individual expeditions hadn’t brought back the goods from afar, they could certainly trade based on what the markets would do with the new information. 


  It was an ancient game. By the time the nineteenth-century West Coast newspapers reported what European ships in Boston Harbor held, the markets of the East had already acted. That advantage vanished in later years, with shipping manifests cabled or radioed in advance and computerized trading programs angling for a millisecond’s edge on pricing.  


  But interstellar trading had been going on since the 2110s, and even now, nobody had a clue what was coming through the portals next. It had always flabbergasted visitors to Ops Station. Conveniently named for both the goddess of abundance and its function, Ops was the Solar System’s eye on galactic commerce. And yet no one there had any idea what would arrive next. One ’box might carry home a Girl Scout troop, the next ten metric tons of Arcturan lymer guano. 


  It was no way to run a space railroad.  


  The saving grace was that the Ops traders got to see the produce of the Orion arm firsthand — and that gave them here a chance to alter their firms’ holdings before Earth’s market reacted. It was enough to lure young MBA Jamie to enter Quaestor’s training program — and, later, to overcome his stark raving terror at space flight long enough for the mercifully brief transit. He’d feigned the flu during the flight in, sedating himself for the whole trip. The meds for the return were already in his briefcase.  


  He’d be loopy but happy. And rich beyond measure. 


  The confirmation chime from Earth sounded. “You beat the Praetor guys,” Selena said. 


  “So what else is new?” He grabbed the cowbell under his chair and gave it a triumphant jangle. Down the line, a broker for their largest competitor swore. Jamie responded with a loud raspberry.  


  He’d grown to hate these people over the last few months — which was only fair, given the number who’d hated him immediately. It didn’t matter. It had never mattered. He hadn’t come for the companionship, and certainly not for the coffee. All the targets Quaestor had set for him, all the bonus thresholds? Just a game, designed to waste his youth and talent. It took other traders years to realize that. Jamie had figured it out — and acted. 


  It was all going to be worth it. Let someone else have Trader of the Year. Sometime tonight, the deal of the millennium would close. His deal. He’d be able to buy his own coffee farm.


  Or maybe even Colombia.  


  Jamie stood and checked the glistening digital figures imprinted on his palm. The time display generated by the nanoids implanted his skin was keyed, as always, to New York. He looked nervously outside to Charlie, the closest of the transit hubs, motionless in its wider Venusian orbit. The whirlibang’s giant wheel of girders sat silent, exterior lights on the rocket roller coaster blinking as it sank past the transparent pane. There was nothing more futile than watching for a shipment to arrive. Yet he was powerless to do anything else.  


  Jamie slumped back into his chair. 


  Why wasn’t it here? 


  *  *  *


  Jamie woke with a start when the chime sounded. He didn’t know how long he’d been sleeping at his station; he’d collapsed there so many times in the past that the caterer had started bringing his breakfast directly to the trading desk. But he knew what this particular chime meant: he’d programmed it to sound whenever a single ’box arrived from Altair.  


  This was it. He stood, heart pounding, and reached for his binoculars.


  It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. From across the void, it looked like any other container: cold, gray, and metallic. Seventeen meters long, five meters across, and five meters high. One of countless bangboxes whipping around the Orion Arm. 


  But this one had forty billion dollars inside. 


  Jamie sat down and breathed deeply. He’d planned this all along. In seconds, the container, now in normal space, would broadcast its contents across a secure channel to Ops Station. Logistical operators would order a robotic space tug to latch on to the ’box. On receiving orders from the container’s owner aboard Ops, they’d direct the tug to a waiting rocket transport already connected to a cluster of other containers bound for Earth. The “last kilometer” would take far longer than the trip across deep space. 


  After sneaking a look at the rest of the trading floor, Jamie returned his attention to screens. Activating an interface he’d never used before, he spoke his identifying code and the serial number of the ’box. “Owner, Cowbell Capital Investments. Sturm, Jamison P., proprietor. Destination for this container: receiving yards, spaceport of Johannesburg. Container contents…”  


  He stopped. 


  He lifted the binoculars again. No, that’s not right.


  He tapped the microphone attached to his collar. “Logistics?” 


  “Yeah,” a male voice responded. 


  “This is Ja…I mean, this is the owner of the box just in from Charlie. Your tug should be taking it to the Nördlingen, right?” He tried not to let his voice waver.


  “Not unless you want your passengers dead, sir. That transport has no life support hookups.” 


  Jamie goggled. “Passengers?” 


  “Yep. We’re clipping on a taxi shell to bring them to Ops.” 


  That was exactly what was happening, Jamie saw. He was almost afraid to ask the next question. “Why here?” 


  “Because they want to see you.” 
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Jamie had a theory about his professors back at NYU. Whether they lectured in person or on isopanel, every one of them got dressed directly out of the laundry basket. And in the dark. But the man who now exited the elevator into the receiving area looked as though he’d gone through the tumble dry along with his clothes.  


  Zero gravity was rough on the fashionable: Jamie knew that well. Arrivals to Ops entered through the despun docking port at the center of the torus. Then they went from zero gee to the point-eight of the rotating habitation rings in a leisurely lounge car ride. Unless, that is, the passenger was in a hurry, in which case the elevator ride was the equivalent of an Apollo splashdown. A professional bearing seldom survived. This guy looked as if he’d never had one in the first place. The gray-haired man in his fifties blew his nose into a crumpled handkerchief. Red eyes looked up. “Jamison Sturm?” 


  “Present.” 


  “Leonid Falcone,” he said, wiping his brow with the rag. 


  “Leo,” Jamie said, not sure whether to offer his hand. 


  “That’s Mr. Falcone,” came the gruff reply. Falcone looked back inside the lift. “These guys are with me.” 


  Jamie looked up at the man’s companions, both enormous. He wondered for a moment whether the Cowboys had scheduled an exhibition game in the commissary before recognizing the dress khakis of Quaestor’s security detail. “You brought an escort?” 


  “This is Corporal O’Herlihy and Private Dinner, from my expedition’s security detail.” 


  “Private Dinner?” Jamie couldn’t help but laugh. “What, no one else showed up?” 


  The looming Hawaiian glared down at him and growled. “That’s right. Make fun of my name.” 


  “Sorry.” Flustered, Jamie looked back at Falcone. “I’m sorry. What’s this about? You came from Altair?” 


  “Were you were expecting something from Altair, Mr. Sturm?” Bleary eyes glared at him. 


  Jamie stammered. “Well, I…” 


  Falcone began walking. “I’m the administrator of the Altair Sunward Product and Equipment Center.” 


  “ASPEC,” Jamie said. “I’ve heard of it.” Prodded by the men-mountains, he followed. They passed through the main receiving lounge, and Jamie felt the stares of people he’d lived with but whose names he’d never learned. Falcone was indifferent to them. “We need to talk.” 


  “Yes, but I don’t have an office—” 


  “Forget it,” Falcone said, waving his hand past a wall-mounted electronic reader. A door snapped open, and Falcone led Jamie into an area he’d never been in before. The trading companies had offices for debriefing arrivals from deep space here, but Falcone walked past the Quaestor rooms toward one normally reserved for independent traders. 


  Jamie pointed behind him. “Don’t you want to use — ” 


  Falcone stood with the door open. “I don’t think either of us want the company to hear about this.” He stepped inside and took a seat behind a desk.  


  O’Herlihy and Dinner grabbed Jamie by both arms and slammed him into the chair across from Falcone. Smarting, Jamie looked up, aggravated. “Look, I don’t know what this is about, but I don’t have to take this!” 


  Falcone ignored him. He took a portable isopanel from his pocket. “Sturm, your job isn’t to move product, is it?” 


  “I — what?” 


  “You’re a hedger for the company,” Falcone said. “When you see that a supply of something is about to hit the Earth market, you make sure it doesn’t bite Quaestor in the ass.” 


  “It’s more complicated than…” Jamie began to object. Feeling the eyes of the beefy guards on him, he calmed down. “Yeah, basically. Quaestor’s got expeditions across the Orion Arm, but we’re not the only ones. What we don’t bring in ourselves, we need price protection against. So the firm buys, sells and holds everything known to man — and a bunch of stuff known only to your bug-eyed-monster friends.” He looked up at the guards. “No offense.” 


  “None taken, smartass,” O’Herlihy said. Dinner just smirked. 


  “So you deal with Quaestor’s earthly holdings.” Falcone looked up from the isopanel, suspicious. “But you’re not tipping anybody to the goods we’re about to ship through the whirlibangs ourselves.” 


  “Tipping?” Jamie straightened. “Of course not. That’d be illegal. Not to mention physically impossible!”  


  “Hmm.” 


  Jamie didn’t like where this was going. Falcone knew something. Or rather, he knew Jamie knew something. Yes, there wasn’t any dimensional shortcut for information — no ethereal way of sending information instantaneously across trillions of kilometers. Only matter could make the trip, and only a specific amount of that. But while Quaestor didn’t have contact with its traders in deep space, those reps all had their orders. Sure, a licensed Quaestor merchant dispatched to send back iridium from Regulus might send back kegs of Lehosian soup instead; dealers had to be able to make decisions on the spot. But more than likely, she’d send back iridium. And like all the Quaestor hedgers, Jamie had a good idea of what the company was searching for at any moment. 


  Well, better than a good idea. 


  “Let’s cut the crap,” Falcone said. “I think you’re in the trading business for yourself.” 


  Jamie rose. “I don’t have to take—” 


  Falcone slapped the isopanel on the table. “Son, I think you’d better have a look at that.” 


  Sweating, Jamie read. Destinations. Cargos. Account numbers. Instructions. After just a few lines, Jamie’s heart was in his shoes.


  “You’ve been playing a shell game, my young friend,” Falcone said. “You’re moving product out there, beyond the whirlibangs. Our company’s product — back and forth, from star to star. You’ve been doing it for months.” 


  Jamie shook his head. “No, no. I told you, I’m just a market specialist—” 


  “Some specialist.” Falcone snatched back the electronic manifest. “Somehow, you got into the Altair expedition’s requisitioning system — my expedition — and ordered a bunch of material for the security team’s warehouse.” He nodded to Dinner and O’Herlihy. “These guys’ place.” 


  They glared at Jamie.


  Falcone continued. “You had containers of excess supplies shipped into Surge Altair’s warehouse. But then you ordered them shipped back out again. Regulus. Porrima. All over. As soon you heard here where the demand was out there, you sent the goods — and the sell orders — to our merchants on the scene. They conducted those trades like any other business. And you…” Falcone paused. Jamie’s elbows were on his knees. “You all right, son?” 


  Jamie wheezed. “No, it’s okay. I just think I might be hyperventilating a little bit.” 


  Falcone rolled his eyes. “You couldn’t do it with our usual trading goods. Our officials here know everything we’ve got for sale. But the supplies the surge teams receive aren’t on those books.” He eyed Jamie. “After a few months of this shell game, you must have run up quite a profit.” 


  Jamie looked green. There was no sense denying it now. He mumbled something.


  “What?” 


  “Forty percent,” Jamie said. “On a hundred billion dollars in goods. Forty billion dollars.” 


  “On a hundred billion dollars of company property that was never supposed to be out there.” Falcone looked keenly at Jamie. “Wait. That’s what you were expecting today instead of us, wasn’t it? Your profits!” 


  The administrator was right, but Jamie didn’t say anything. He simply stared at the desk. 


  “Jesus,” Falcone said. He looked up at O’Herlihy. “Can you believe this guy?” 


  “I sure can, sir,” O’Herlihy said, cracking his knuckles. “We’ve caught us a pirate in our home port.” 


  Startled by the term, Jamie leaned forward and pointed at the manifest. “Wait, wait. I didn’t steal anything! I traded the company’s goods, sure. But you know how big the warehouses are for the security details. They always oversupply the grunts!” 


  “We’re protecting the traders’ asses!” Dinner snarled.


  “And I’m sure you do a fine job. But there’s excess capacity. With the billions we spend making you guys into walking death machines, nobody paid attention to me rotating in some goods that other civilizations actually wanted.” He punched the desk beside the manifest. “But it’s all back there, Falcone. I’m done. I put the principal into replacing all the goods in the warehouse. Go look. It’s all there — and my profit is, too.” He looked around, his lip curling. “Er…is that coming later, or what?” 


  Falcone laughed hard, setting off a coughing fit. Jamie’s attempt at a smile vanished as Falcone caught his breath. “You need to see this for yourself,” the administrator said. “We’re taking you back to Altair.” 


  “Altair?” Jamie laughed. “I’m going home soon!” He gulped, considering the prospect of the trip. “I’m a desk-trader. You guys can strap your asses into a shoebox and get shot across the galaxy if you want—” 


  “You don’t get it, Sturm!” Falcone said. “You’re slick, I’ll grant you that. But something’s happened you don’t know about, and this thing is about to blow up on everyone, me included!” Falcone shook with anger. “I don’t have time to explain. I have to check around here to see what the company already knows.” He pointed angrily at Jamie. “But in the meantime I need to get you off this station, to where I can keep an eye on you. That means Altair!” 


  Altair!  Jamie slipped in his chair. His expensive shoes suddenly interested him, and he took a closer look. It was nearly seventeen light years to Altair, or about a forty-five-minute transit; whirlibang travel wasn’t instantaneous for those in the passenger ’boxes. He doubted there was enough sedative on Ops to keep him from an embolism. 


  Falcone looked over the desk. “You all right, Sturm?” 


  “No, that would be me hyperventilating again,” Jamie said. He looked up, green, as Dinner and O’Herlihy grabbed for his arms. “Can you get me a paper bag, or something?” 


  “To breathe into?” O’Herlihy asked. 


  “That’d be one reason.” 
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 “…and when the time comes,” the solemn voice said, “remind yourself: nothing is more important than being right. They will tempt you, try to lure you away from the cause. But they will have nothing to offer you, my listeners — because you have all you need: the truth!” 


  The deep voice rose, talking faster into the communicator on the lectern. “Freedom? I’d rather have the truth. Power? I’d rather be right. Our people, the Xylanx, have been wrong for far too long. I will not add to their failings — and neither should you. We are the Severed. We live apart now, but we will lead our people back!” 


  Now, the speaker slowed again, his manner humble, his cadence respectful. “These are the words of Kolvax, descended from Forrah Glay. These are the words of truth. Speak the words, my followers — until next time.” 


  Across the makeshift chapel, Kolvax’s assistant gave the signal. “Message transmitted.” 


  “Until next time, another waste dump out the airlock,” Kolvax said. The hulking biped in black let loose with a ripping fart, audible even outside his high-tech environment suit. That was what his sniveling followers really deserved to hear. Kolvax turned toward his office and threw his parchment script over his shoulder. Tellmer scrambled to catch it. “Incinerate that,” Kolvax snarled. 


  Tellmer blanched, horrified. “But it is a holy writ—” 


  “I wrote it on the commode. Send it back to from whence it came.” Kolvax shook his head. Tellmer was still a believer. Were any of his listeners? He didn’t know — or much care.  


  Members of the species known as the Xylanx, Kolvax and his band of followers had been exiled to the rotating space station by rulers with a cruel sense of humor. How else to explain it? The Severed stood for many things, but chief among them was disdain for the unclean. This end of the galaxy was a menagerie of creatures with strange forms; precious few had two arms, two legs, and a head like a being should. The Severed had sought to keep the Xylanx apart from all that.  


  So the members of the ruling body, the Dominium, must have thought it hilarious to banish Kolvax and his troublesome band to a run-down, strange-smelling station abandoned by the very filthy aliens they despised.  


  If so, their joke missed the mark in one respect they would never know about. Kolvax didn’t believe his “truths” at all. 


  “Give me the spritzer,” he said, leading Tellmer into the office. 


  “Yes, Great Kolvax.” Awkward in his bulky space suit, slight Tellmer fumbled under the strangely shaped desk — the stars only knew what kind of creature it had been built for — and found a cylindrical container. Kolvax took it and began tending to his tree. 


  Sitting on the counter behind his lectern, it was the only personal effect they had let him bring: a puny, barely green cutting that had failed to thrive, no matter how much attention the Great Kolvax gave it. It would have done better in one of the great habitats back home, where the Xylanx did not wear their full armor; carbon dioxide and moisture circulated more freely there. But not wearing helmets here would run counter to the sanitary beliefs of the Severed. Kolvax had kicked himself for starting a movement with such views. Next time, he thought, I’m going to start a religion based on public drunkenness. 


  If anyone could pull it off, he could. Kolvax was a communicator, a politician, a general, a pontiff. Among the Xylanx, those could be the same things — but Kolvax was an unlikely candidate. He didn’t have the right look for it. The face inside his helmet wasn’t quite the same as the faces of the other members of his kind. His forehead was just a bit too high, his smeller just a bit too narrow. His fingers weren’t as meaty as the others’. And while he loomed over Tellmer, he was short compared with other Xylanx. He still had just as much muscle in that more compact frame, as many of his enemies had learned. But he wasn’t the perfect Xylanx specimen, by far. 


  They were small things, and in this would-be era of enlightenment, they had not impeded his rise. As all their people were required to, Kolvax had served with the Xylanx militia known as the Stalkers — and had fought well, rising to a generalship at a young age. But whether because of the old prejudices or his own mouth, he had gone no further. The Dominium was made up of people of lineage; no one else need apply. Kolvax had battered his bald dome against the wall long enough to realize that. 


  Fortunately, he had other talents. The booming voice that had driven his soldiers to fight with abandon was just as capable of moving minds. Ironically, his enemies in power had handed him the weapon. Media posts were just another sop to the military, sinecures to keep rivals at bay. Few Stalkers could form a sentence after a decade of being blasted and patched back together. But Kolvax was intact and intoxicating to his listeners — and with the eyes of a warrior, he’d found an unprotected flank.  


  No one was speaking for the purity of the species, so he did. He didn’t look like the Xylanx ideal, but that simply inspired the thread about aliens and their diseases. In habitats across the region, Xylander veterans began wearing every day the armor they’d once saved for away missions. And why not? Behind their opaque face-masks, everyone could be the ideal. That idea had been a huge draw. Kolvax sometimes had trouble restraining his laughter at some of the hideous uglies his cause attracted. He was doing the galaxy a service by keeping them out of sight! 


  But Kolvax couldn’t earn his way into power, and he couldn’t bargain for it, either. As soon as the Severed began setting themselves apart in serious numbers, the Dominium had moved against him. Kolvax was too popular to murder, but he could be neutered. First his followers were scattered to far-flung outposts — and finally, so was the self-titled Black Priest himself.  


  For two miserable years, it had been only Kolvax and his most loyal followers in this disgusting place. All alone, with a twig that seemed to respond to nothing. Kolvax drenched it again and gave up. He cast away the spritzer. “Cancel today’s confessions, Tellmer. I’m going to take a—” 


  “Wait!” Tellmer stood in the doorway to the office, looking out into the so-called chapel. “You there!” Tellmer yelled out. “Guards! Stop them!” 


  Kolvax heard a scuffle — and then the electric whine of a shockpulse. Now what? He reached behind the counter for his ceremonial bludgeon, used with increasing frequency these days to settle doctrinal disputes. Arriving in the doorway, he saw fighting in the chapel. Half a dozen Xylanx believers charged in, overpowering his guards. All were armored, Kolvax’s trademark golden collars ringing their necks beneath their helmets. 


  Tellmer rushed into the fray, armored arms waving. “The Black Priest is in contemplation! He cannot be—” 


  One of the intruders lashed out with a whirling fire-bolo that caught Tellmer just beneath the elbow. A sizzling flash later, and Tellmer was screaming on the ground, right next to his detached arm.  


  Kolvax looked not at his howling assistant but at the weapons he thought he’d hidden away. So they’ve been into the armory. It had amused the Xylanx rulers to supply the exiles with weapons; they expected exactly this.  


  “Pick up your arm,” Kolvax said, stepping over Tellmer to enter the chapel. He could see the anger in the rebels’ faces — which meant something all on its own. “What goes on here?” he yelled, slapping the rusty club against his gloved hand. “I can see your faces, adepts. You know facial screens should be set to opaque in this holy place!”  


  “Holy, my ass,” the lead invader said. Kolvax recognized him as Gerrok, one of his more annoying pests. “This ‘holy place’ of yours was a counting room for a bunch of tentacle-heads,” Gerrok snarled. “And it still reeks of it. I can’t take off my helmet even in private — and we’ve been so long without a supply visit that our filters are clogged!” 


  “True cleanliness is in the—” 


  “Enough!” Gerrok shouted as he fired the shockpulse cannon in his hand. The blast struck the lectern just to Kolvax’s left, blowing it into pieces.  


  Kolvax looked drily at it. “Fine. You have grievances?” 


  “We live in grievance,” Gerrok’s female companion said. “We’ve heard enough of your sermons! You’re a prattling has-been. I can’t believe we let you lead us into treason!” 


  “Into exile,” another said. “Into prison!” 


  “Into oblivion!” Gerrok yelled. 


  Kolvax set his faceplate to transparent. It was better for them to see him now, his dark eyes. “Do you recall when you took the pledge to join my sect?” He pointed to the modest yellow ring at Gerrok’s neck. “Do you recall when I affixed those collars to your uniforms?” 


  Gerrok moved menacingly closer. “If you’re about to ask what the collars mean to us — forget it! We’re loyal to the ideals, Kolvax. We have no attachment to you!” 


  “That’s not what I was going to say.” With his free hand, Kolvax touched a control on the wrist holding the bludgeon. “I was going to explain that they’re not for decoration.” He looked at the six rebels. “Right now, the emitters inside your collars are generating microscopic laser beams. That would be that stinging feeling you’re experiencing.” 


  Kolvax watched Gerrok’s eyes freeze. One after another, the other intruders dropped their weapons and began pawing at their necks. 


  “Don’t worry about the sensation,” Kolvax said. “As the deflectors within the collars come online, an energy field develops, much like the ones we use in our prison doors — our real prisons, mind you. And that should be the end of your problems.” 


  Eyes bulging, Gerrok raised his weapon high and began to move…  


  …and then his helmeted head tumbled off his shoulders. Around him, five more heads followed, bouncing on the floor of the holy chapel. The bodies followed, gushing geysers of vital fluids. 


  Kolvax looked down at Tellmer, writhing nearby. “Now they’re really the Severed,” he said, grinning. 


  Tellmer didn’t laugh. He pawed anxiously at his own collar with his surviving hand. “Are all our collars like this?” 


  “Don’t worry, Tellmer. If I didn’t kill you over your cooking, you’re immortal.” Kolvax turned back to the office. He stopped by the doorway and picked up Tellmer’s oozing left forearm. “Here,” he said, pitching the limb into his assistant’s lap. “Take an hour off. See what the medic can do with that. But I want dinner on time. And it had better be good.”  


  “Thank you, Great Kolvax,” Tellmer said, beleaguered. Before his master stepped out of sight, he dared an addition. “There will be more.” 


  “What’s that?” 


  “There will be more,” Tellmer said, looking back on the dead. “It’s been too long. True Xylanx can’t live like this — hidden away.” 


  “Our forebears knew a lot about hiding,” Kolvax said. “But don’t worry. Something will happen. I have faith.” With that, he returned inside for his overdue nap. 
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 The human era of interstellar travel had started three years before Jamie was born, but he knew the story like everyone else. Observers had detected an oblong object hurtling into the Solar System on a wide arcing path. As it headed for the inner planets, many worried that an unknown Kuiper Belt body had been knocked sunward. Calculations of its size only worsened fears: 2103 BH7 was the size of a railcar and twice as wide. As it continued its approach, however, it became clear the object posed no collision threat to Earth.


  But it could have if it’d wanted to — and that was the new wrinkle. Because its trajectory changed not once, but twice, angling to catch up with Venus. Long before it began orbiting the cloudy planet, searchers for extraterrestrial life who’d buzzed for decades over unexplained signals knew they had their quarry.


  Researchers quickly roused the nearest thing to the visitor, an Indian Venus probe inactive since the 2090s. Its cameras, used to looking downward, saw the alien craft — for it was one — unfold into a space platform. Two weeks later, one similarly sized box after another materialized at the Solar System’s edge. All made their way to Venusian orbit, where they attached modules to the growing agglomeration.


  The resulting contraption resembled an amusement park ride in space: a circular track half a kilometer in diameter, connected via several spokes to a central hub. When the structure was complete, a single boxy module began moving inside the track, accelerating as if in a centrifuge. And then the container simply vanished in a greenish flash. It all happened in silence, without explanation.


  A hastily arranged manned international mission reached Venus in December, its arrival coincidentally timed two hundred years after the Wright Brothers’ first flight. The investigators got there just in time to witness another flash and the appearance of a new vehicle, decelerating to a stop within the alien station’s rings. This time, its occupants had something to say.  


  The Regulans’ first words, once communication had been established, were of greetings and peace. Their second words were to offer the Earthlings a fine deal on Hordugan cheese tapestries. Oh, and, by the way, did humans have anything to sell? 


  Humanity learned the transit station — dubbed a “whirlibang” after a popular ride at Funworld Mumbai — exploited a loophole in physics permitting faster-than-light travel. The hub served a packet of matter to a twin device tuned to receive it, parsecs distant. Traveling without a receiving hub in place was possible but incredibly dangerous; hence, the unoccupied probe’s arrival and the device’s initial test run.


  The first thing trailblazing merchants sent into an uncharted system was a way to get home.


  Events moved swiftly. The first human voyage to Regulus was the following May, intentionally scheduled three centuries after the day Lewis and Clark left for the West. Finding the stellar neighborhood absolutely teeming with life, humanity responded with interest. More travelers followed by the hundreds — and then thousands. Jamie Sturm was born to an Earth with almost limitless horizons. 


  Sure, the mechanism of travel had disappointed those imagining colossal starships and tiny vessels warping through space. The universe accepted nothing larger than a ’box through its loopholes, and transporting anything smaller consumed prohibitive amounts of energy. Ships and stations had to be assembled from building blocks. But humanity was good at building, and container traffic was something Earth merchants understood. Whirlibangs paired with other stars were constructed. By 2138, the opportunity was open to most anyone who wanted to go.


  Jamie had never wanted to go, but that didn’t stop his escorts from shoving him into the ’box preparing to depart from Charlie. They’d manhandled him the whole way, sneaking him back into the transport Falcone had arrived in. They hadn’t even let him pack a bag. 


  “I don’t want to do this,” Jamie said, grasping for a handhold in the zero gravity. “I’ll just go home, like I was supposed to. Falcone can square things!” 


  “Forget it, man. You’re going.” O’Herlihy’s frame blocked the exit — not that Jamie would have been able to get there if he tried. He was having enough trouble staying off the ceiling.  


  The interior of the passenger ’box was spare. Where the commercial modules the tugs took to and from Earth had dozens of seats, this one had only eleven — including one at the front, near a control panel. At the controls sat a brown-skinned woman in her sixties, dressed as his escorts were. 


  “This the guy?” golden-haired Geena Madaki asked, glancing back at Jamie for only a second.


  “Yup,” O’Herlihy said.


  Madaki saw Jamie swimming against the ceiling, desperately trying to make it back to the seats. “Good God,” she said. Observing that O’Herlihy and Dinner were casually strapping themselves in, she activated the door seal. 


  Jamie had recovered his bearings against a wall when a metallic clang reverberated through the compartment, sending him sideways. He’d seen it a hundred times from the outside: the container was in the queue and ready to be loaded onto the whirlibang’s energized track. Nocked like an arrow. There wasn’t much time!


  Finding a surface to press against, Jamie shoved himself toward an empty chair just behind Madaki. Hurriedly strapping himself in, he glared back at Dinner. “Thanks for the help.” 


  “My pleasure,” Dinner said.


  Jamie gulped as the ’box lurched again. A noisy clack, and the container began to move in the tracks. Slowly at first but quickly picking up speed. The trader felt the pull now, the floor of the cabin hugging the outside of the colossal wheel of rails. Gravity had been simulated centrifugally on Ops, but this was increasing swiftly. “How fast will this go?”


  “Don’t fear,” Madaki said, punching a button. “As we speed up, the pulse generators rip us a nice hole through space — our angular momentum goes off into another dimension. Then it’s smooth sailing.” 


  Jamie looked back behind his guards. For the first time, he noticed their HardSHEL suits, secured in transparent lockers. But there were only two. “Shouldn’t I have a space suit or something?” 


  “There’s one under my seat if we need it,” Madaki said. “Which we won’t.”


  “What about me?”


  “You’re out of luck,” she said. She glanced back at O’Herlihy. “This child fret all the time?” 


  “I can shut him up if you want,” the bruiser replied.


  “No problem,” the pilot said. She looked back at Jamie. “We’re already in the rift,” she said. “Good and easy. You can breathe.” 


  Jamie looked at his hands. His fingers had crushed indentations into the armrests. “Oh,” he said. 


  But he didn’t let go. 


  *  *  *


  Jamie knew the calculation by heart. In traversing twenty-four light years, one day would pass in normal time — and one hour, for those aboard the ’box. Forty minutes passed in the cabin during transit, time in which the security guys snored. There was nothing to look at: for his benefit or not, Madaki had shuttered the forward viewport. They didn’t need to see to travel anyway. A ’box was a speeding bullet while in transit — with just as much control. 


  The trader had almost begun to relax when the cabin shook with a noisy, crashing jolt. The breath went out of Jamie’s lungs as the ’box returned to normal space — and a rocketing spin around the rings of another whirlibang. He choked a comment. “Good and easy?” 


  Madaki gave Jamie a sly look. “Didn’t say anything about stopping. That’s the ‘bang’ in whirlibang.” 


  The Altair whirlibang rings drew energy from the ’box, slowing it to a gliding stop. The compartment detached from the tracks, and Jamie could feel the robotic arms attaching the engine mount, transforming their vessel into a small shuttle. Madaki triggered the forward viewpanel to open. 


  Staring through the filtered screen at Altair, Jamie looked on light from another sun. Only this one was twice Sol’s size, with a spin so fast it had become a squashed tomato of energy. One of Earth’s closer neighbors, in the G Cloud with Alpha Centauri, Altair had been one of the earlier outposts for Quaestor’s merchants. Most had moved on to more lucrative territories; it was precisely why Jamie had chosen the system’s base for his scheme. Overbuilt and underused. Who’d notice? 


  As the newly created shuttle soared toward Alabeyd, the asteroid home of the Altair expedition, Jamie felt his heart pounding. He’d told Falcone the truth: he’d restored all the merchandise he’d traded from here. And somewhere, in a warehouse on the other side of that massive rock, was his treasure. He was glad he’d come, now. Falcone would realize the best thing for his career was to feign ignorance — and Jamie would be able to send his profits home as planned.


  He saw ASPEC first, a series of shabby concrete domes on the surface, with hangars sized to accept large tugs bearing ’boxes. He was surprised to see no tugs were here today. “You guys must be doing worse than I thought,” he said aloud.


  “They evacuated when it happened,” Madaki said. 


  What? Curious, Jamie unhooked his harness and pushed himself toward the bulkhead. At the window, he looked past ASPEC to where the barracks should be — and saw the gouge in the surface of the asteroid. Fragments of a warehouse structure rose this way and that, buried in the tumble of rocks. 


  Jamie’s muscles went limp, and had gravity been around to cooperate he would have sunk to his knees. He looked across the wreckage, straining to identify anything. “What…what happened?” 


  “The Spore happened,” O’Herlihy said, waking up. 


  “That’s your barracks, right?” Jamie felt faint. “It ate the warehouse?” 


  “Pretty much.” The muscular man stretched in his seat. “We only saved one container out of the whole thing.” 


  Jamie turned, eyes wide. “What was in it?” he blurted. Regaining his composure, he spoke more calmly. “I want to see it.” 


  “Oh, you’ll see it,” O’Herlihy said, rubbing his knuckles against his chest. “I wouldn’t miss this for the world!”
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  Bridget’s mind went perversely back to a childhood rhyme before she took a second look at the floor. Yes, she had indeed stepped on a crack. The surface inside ASPEC station was smooth and gray, created from the same mixture of local aggregate and imported starcrete as the overhead dome. With Alabeyd’s low gravity, it should have been close to invulnerable. And yet, right outside the entrance to the personnel receiving area there was a tiny fissure where one had not been before.


  She punched the communicator at her collar before remembering no one was home in Structural Engineering. Falcone had evacuated everyone until the last Spore recon was complete, and only he could order them back. While Bridget waited, she and her teammates had gotten some time in on the power excavators working salvage. But as fun as those contraptions were — and Bridget loved machines more than anything — the work hadn’t served to relax her at all. She’d have gone with Falcone in a heartbeat…if it hadn’t involved going to the Solar System. 


  She wouldn’t be ready for that for a while. Too many memories. Bad ones, of a terrible day eight years earlier — and all the terrible days that had followed. They had chased her out here, to the only outfit that would hire her. But while ASPEC was a marginal operation on the best of days, she wasn’t about to let anything hurt it. Anything else, anyway. 


  A sound woke her to the present. In the next room, massive hinges turned. Bridget forgot about the floor and brushed herself off. Okay, she thought. Let’s see what they’ve brought me. 


  The shuttle was in, the inner door closing behind it. Bridget walked in to see O’Herlihy and Dinner debarking. She thought for a second they were alone — until O’Herlihy stepped to the right. There, invisible in the soldier sandwich, walked a man roughly her age in a gray business suit. Slicked-back hair mussed from the ride, he looked around, surveying the area as if he owned the place. 


  Maybe he thought he did. After years with the security teams, Bridget had grown to loathe the pixel-pushers back home. But what this one had done put him in a whole new class. “This him?” she asked O’Herlihy. 


  “Chief Yang, I give you Jamison P. Sturm, Esq.,” her teammate said, stepping out of the way. 


  The suit looked her over. “Call me Jamie,” he said, somewhat wary. “I’d shake your hand but you’re holding a very large gun. Is this normal?” 


  Bridget didn’t look down at the rifle. She hadn’t even remembered she was carrying it, but she already knew she didn’t like his reedy voice. “You never know what’ll come out of these containers,” she said stiffly.


  Jamie stepped off the ramp and looked around. “So, Chief, I saw there was some trouble here. I hear you saved a cargo unit?” 


  “Yes,” she said icily. “This way.” 


  Bridget led the trader and his escorts into another dome. In the middle of the round room, the battered ’box recovered from the crater sat beneath powerful lights. They’d patched the gash with sealant after finding it, but that had rendered its main door unusable. A gantry had been positioned next to it, with a staircase leading to the container’s flat topside. 


  Jamie studied it. “I can’t make out an ID number.” 


  “It’s been through a lot,” she said, leading him up the metal steps. “But we were able to save what was in it.”  


  Eagerly, Jamie followed her up to the open top hatch. She stepped aside so he could look into the wide circular hole. Jamie squinted, puzzled. “It looks — green?” He pointed to the portable lamp behind her on the roof. “Can you bring that closer? I want to get a better look.” 


  “Certainly,” Bridget said. She stepped back behind him — and delivered a solid roundhouse kick to the trader’s backside. Jamie tumbled face-first into the opening and splashed into an emerald pool below.


  “Gah!” Jamie said, surfacing in the goop. Exploded plastic containers protruded from the morass beside him, and the ooze pulsated like a living thing as he wallowed. Hair caked with green, Jamie looked up to see Bridget and her teammates above looking down the hatch and smiling. “Help me!” Jamie yelled. “It’s the Spore!” 


  “Calm down, genius.” Bridget laughed heartily for the first time in days. “Open your mouth and taste.” 


  The financier had no intention of doing anything of the kind, Bridget saw. But struggling in the mass started him sinking again, and he got a mouthful anyway.


  Jamie coughed, choking. “That’s…that’s—” 


  “Guacamole,” Bridget said. Her teammates laughed. “Seven metric tons of it, to be precise — minus whatever vented to space earlier.” 


  The trader gulped and gagged. 


  Bridget rolled her eyes and kicked a cable into the container. “You can haul yourself out,” she said.  


  *  *  *


  Jamie sat, verdant and pungent, at the foot of the ’box. Suit encrusted with green, he clawed clumps from his hair. Dinner and O’Herlihy stood guard over him, clearly amused. “What are you looking at?” Jamie said, aggravated. 


  “A dip,” the Hawaiian said. 


  O’Herlihy laughed. “Yeah, too bad the Spore ate all the chips.” He plucked a finger’s worth of the stuff off Jamie’s shoulder and tasted. 


  Arms crossed, Bridget scowled at Jamie. “I wish it was funny.” 


  Jamie glared right back. “You pushed me in on purpose!” He raised his arms, sending dollops flying. “What was all that?” 


  “I told you,” Bridget said. “Guacamole from a plant in Michoacán, Mexico — one of the exporters Quaestor deals with.” She leaned against the ’box. “As for what it’s doing here, Wall Street, you already know that. It was part of the cargo you requisitioned for my unit’s supply house. You know, the building that’s supposed to house machinery and tools to keep my team operating? Falcone says you were running an export store for aliens out of it!” 


  O’Herlihy nodded, mouth full. “Them aliens do love guacamole.” 


  Jamie lowered his head. “I’m finished,” he said.


  Bridget stared at him. “Wait,” she said. “You thought there was something else in there, didn’t you?” 


  Jamie looked up at the woman through avocado-encrusted eyelashes. “Yeah,” he said, resigned. “Forty billion dollars.” 


  “What?” 


  “It was a ’box full of rhodium from the Regulan mines,” he said. “It’s what I consolidated the profits into after I was done with my trading orders.” One of the rarest substances in the galaxy, it would’ve fetched forty billion easily on Earth. “Why couldn’t that one have survived?” 


  “Rhodium!” Bridget yelled. Jamie saw the woman’s eyebrows flare.  


  “Rhodium,” Falcone said. The administrator walked into the facility, followed by a tall, slender, black-haired woman. He saw Jamie covered in green and smirked. “I see you’ve met already.” 


  Bridget didn’t look at Falcone. Instead she walked over and grabbed Jamie by the greasy collar. She shook him. “Do you know what you’ve done?” 


  Jamie’s eyes widened. “What’s the story, lady? You’re just the hired guns! What do you care if—” 


  Bridget slammed him against the side of the ’box. Jamie’s slick clothing sent him sliding off it and onto the floor. He looked up at her, astonished. Bridget turned to Falcone. “Tell him!” 


  Falcone started to speak — but the young woman who’d arrived with Falcone spoke first. “We don’t know much about the Spore,” the olive-skinned woman in her early twenties said. “But we know what it can’t resist. Rhodium.” 


  Falcone nodded. “Forgive my manners,” he said. “This is Lissa Trovatelli, your new Q/A. She rode back with me.” 


  Jamie looked up. “Q/A?” 


  “Quartermaster-Armorer,” Bridget snarled. “She’s my team’s new tech.” Their last junior genius had shipped out just after the Spore attack. Bridget barely looked at the new arrival. “Thanks to you, Wall Street, she’s got no place to work.” 


  “It doesn’t matter,” Falcone said, staring down at Jamie. “Our genius here has busted out the whole expedition.”  


  Falcone quickly explained what he’d learned in his hours above Venus dealing with Corporate. The expedition was on the hook for all the cargo lost. “It was never insured, because we never knew it was there!” He looked gravely to Bridget. “You’ll catch hell for this too, Yang. For not protecting the goods—” 


  Bridget exploded. “We didn’t know it was there!” 


  “It doesn’t matter,” Falcone repeated. He appeared older than she’d ever seen him. “We’ve got a hundred days before the Quaestor auditor will call it all due.” He looked down at Jamie. “You got a hundred billion dollars on you, sport?” 


  “I had forty billion,” Jamie said, sullen. “Something ate it.” He smeared his hands on the floor — before realizing that everyone was staring at him again. He looked around, confused. “What? What’s the problem?” 


  “You are, hotshot!” Bridget shook her fists. “What you’ve done to us. You don’t see it, do you? Sitting back there on Venus, making your millions. You don’t see where it comes from! To you, all the goods the expeditions send back just appear out of thin air. Magic through the wormhole! But somebody has to strike the deals, set up the warehouses, install the factories and keep the traders from getting killed by whatever’s out there. That’s us, you moron! Altair is…was Falcone’s whole expedition. You didn’t just wipe yourself out. You took us down, too!” 


  Jamie shook his head, chastened by the barrage. “Look, I know you’ve got a lot to write off. I’m sorry about that—” 


  “He’s sorry!” Bridget said, laughing. 


  “—but you’ve got time, and this is a trading center. You may be able to square the books in a quarter, if your traders hustle—”  


  Falcone glared. “And you leave us holding the bag, right? I’ll tell you, Sturm, I don’t care if we all go down, but I’ll sure as hell see you digging sewage lines in the Sahara if we do!” 


  The new Q/A spoke up. “We couldn’t do it from here anyway,” Trovatelli said, matter of factly. “This station’s done for.” 


  “We were discussing our careers just now,” Falcone said, annoyed at the young woman he’d brought. 


  “That’s not what I mean.” Brown eyes scanned the ceiling. “I saw that crater out there,” Trovatelli said. “Seven-Alpha must have gotten into the substrata.” 


  Bridget stared. “You can tell that just by looking?” 


  Falcone waved his arms at Trovatelli. “No, no, no! We did a gravimetric analysis. The asteroid is still sound—” 


  A low thunderclap rumbled through the dome. Jamie looked up. “Don’t tell me.” 


  Bridget’s eyes scanned the walls. In the shadows, a thin crack now traced from the floor up the inside of the dome.  


  Falcone saw it and shook his head. “That’s nothing! We patch bigger than that all the time.” 


  “No,” Bridget said, walking to the wall. She traced the fissure with her gloved finger. “I saw another one, earlier.”  


  The new Q/A flipped out her pocket isopanel. “This asteroid may have been just fine this morning,” Trovatelli said. “But Altair’s gas giants are coming around soon. There’s enough mass intact to keep Alabeyd from breaking up, but they’re perturbing this body just enough—” 


  “I’m already perturbed!” Falcone blanched. He looked off into the distance. “Will we decompress?” he asked, his throat dry. 


  “Not today,” Lissa said. “But you’ll have to reinforce every surface to keep the place airtight.” 


  “That means emptying ASPEC,” Falcone said. “We won’t be able to trade out of here for months!” 


  “Then we’re dead,” Bridget said. She glared at Jamie.  


  “And you killed us.” 
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 His clothes sticking to his skin, Jamie followed Falcone and the surge team chief to the head office. There was nothing else for him to do now. Yes, the odds had been against the surviving ’box being the right container, but so much had gone wrong he’d clung to the slim hope that his treasure had survived. So much for that.


  “I bet his horsing around is how we got the wrong armor,” Chief Yang said accusingly. 


  Jamie staggered into the meeting room and collapsed in the nearest chair. The woman’s latest accusation could be true, for all he knew; couriers had made all his trades, and something could have gone wrong. But there wasn’t anything he could do about it now — not that it’d stopped the woman from haranguing him further.  


  He looked up, idly staring into the holographic star chart in the rotunda above the meeting table. Dots and lines, stars and connections. All his life, the network had meant money to him. Now, he wondered if the map held any place to escape to.  


  Could he run? It was a pointless thought. He wasn’t a pilot. He couldn’t get a ’box to the whirlibang, much less activate it. 


  Clearly, the chief cared about her team and the operation here: he knew intelligence and spirit when he saw them. Even now, she was imploring Falcone, trying to find a solution to their problems. “There’s got to be a way,” she said. “If they declare us insolvent, Quaestor will cut us all loose!” 


  Jamie knew it was wasted energy at this point. “What can I do?” Falcone said. “A hundred billion! You know we’ve never cleared a tenth of that in a quarter.” 


  “There’s always a way,” Bridget said. 


  “I know how much it means to you, Bridget,” Falcone said. “I know you kind of got stuck working here — and I appreciate your devotion. God knows you try harder than anyone else in this outfit. But I just can’t see a way out.” 


  Jamie’s ears perked up. “Bridget?” He looked over at the dark-haired woman in disbelief. That face. He’d seen it in the news. She was the right age, too — around thirty-three. “You’re Bridget Yang!” 


  Bridget looked at him coolly. “Yes.” 


  “I know you,” Jamie said, trying to recall the historical account of the infamous Overland disaster, years earlier. “You’re Bridget Yang! You started the war!” 


  “Hey,” Falcone said defensively. “It wasn’t that simple.” 


  Bridget wasn’t looking at him. But Jamie kept on, remembering the events from eight years earlier. “The Arcturo-Solar War — the first interstellar war we ever got into. It all started because of you!” He looked probingly at her. “Quaestor hired you?” 


  The question sounded worse than he’d intended. But Bridget looked up at him, unruffled. “They hired you, too.” 


  Jamie didn’t know what to say to that. Finding Yang out here was certainly the capper. A lot of people died in that war, and rightly or not, Bridget had come in for some of the blame. He didn’t know the company was into human reclamation projects — but if there was any place to hide someone like Yang, Altair was it. He slumped back down, and Bridget returned to her appeal.


  For a place so full of opportunity, space certainly collected a lot of people on their last chance. His father had used all the money the family had — and some it didn’t have — to buy a seat to the stars, back when it cost a fortune. Marty Sturm’s trip, allegedly to clear his head, had ended with the man “going migrant,” as so many had in the early 2110s. The family had never heard from him again.


  Was Jamie’s father running a falafel stand on Porrima — or had he perhaps become lunch for a spore? Jamie had spent little time wondering about that over the years. All he knew was that he somehow inherited the black sheep status himself when his mother married into the politically powerful Keeler family. Since childhood, his ambition had been getting ahead on his own — far ahead of his mother and stepfamily.


  The rhodium deal was supposed to do it. Instead, Jamie would be going home. Quaestor would have his hide, and others would want a piece of him as well. The Keelers would deny being aware of his existence. The end. 


  Falcone wasn’t listening to Yang’s pleas, Jamie saw. No, he was blowing his nose again and missing the handkerchief. Nauseated, Jamie turned his tired eyes back upward. 


  They saw something unexpected. 


  “What’s that?” Jamie pointed at a line heading from Altair’s whirlibang station in Aquila to a lonely point in Draco. “That hub, with all the links coming out of it?” 


  Falcone looked over his shoulder for a second before returning to his despair. “That’s nothing. Sigma Draconis.” 


  “Yeah, but it’s in your color,” Jamie said. “The whirlibang, the depot — it’s your territory. Your expedition owns it.” 


  The gruff administrator chortled. “It’s useless. An old station — God knows who built it. Some white elephant that PraetorCorp picked up in a deal with the Regulans. Nobody else in Quaestor wanted it, so we got stuck. Mothballed. Nobody’s even visited it in years.” 


  Jamie stared. “But it links into a slew of inhabited systems,” he said. From near the northern astronomical pole relative to Earth, the connections zigged and zagged outward, tracing through the section of the near sky that led toward Orion. “I’ve never heard of those places. Why haven’t you gone prospecting?” 


  “Because we’re not here to waste our time,” Bridget said, irritated. “The biggest trading power in the Signatory Systems and the biggest conglomerate on Earth couldn’t make a go of that area. Do you really think we could?” 


  Jamie looked around at the meeting room. “No, I guess not,” he said. He didn’t know whether Yang’s surge team was good at its job or not, though Yang certainly seemed to like yelling at people. But he’d known from the financials that the traders of the Altair expedition were third-rate, and the shabby look of the boardroom confirmed it. This was a place to make deals? 


  Falcone stood, silent, staring into the images. “You know, it might work,” he said.


  Bridget looked up, seemingly startled to hear hope in that gravelly voice. “What?” 


  “He’s right. Not one planet on that whole path has been opened,” Falcone said. He looked at her, bloodshot eyes dead serious. “You know the deal. Any first-contact contracts the expedition writes go to our bottom line, not the corporation’s. We find a hundred billion dollars in new business out there, and we erase what’s just happened here.” He fished for his pocket isopanel.


  Falcone seemed interested, but the more Jamie thought about it, the more it felt like grasping at straws. The odds weighed against the idea; most trailblazing trips never earned a dollar. “I guess you could try,” Jamie said, sensing Falcone was in the mood to try anything. “But it’s no sure thing. It’d be a hundred-day sales offensive into a part of the Orion Arm humans have never visited—” 


  “‘Orion Offensive.’ Catchy. You’d better get to it,” Falcone said. 


  “Me?” Jamie bolted upright. 


  “Your problem. Your solution,” Falcone said. He started figuring. 


  “Hold on,” Jamie said, flabbergasted. This wasn’t what he’d intended at all. He stood. “I’m a commodities guy, not some…traveling salesman!” 


  Bridget glared at him, eyes steely. “Some of those salesmen die on this job,” she said, voice dripping with disdain. “And their escorts.” 


  “All the more reason I’m not going!” Jamie looked at her, flustered. “Besides, I thought your job was to protect these people. How many do you lose?” 


  “Don’t you ever read your attrition reports? It’s no trip to the beach out there!” She looked directly at him. “No,” she said, reading his eyes. “You don’t read the reports. We’re just numbers to you. Color me shocked.” 


  Jamie stepped around the table and pleaded with Falcone. “Leo. Really, you don’t want me for this—” 


  “I don’t,” Falcone snapped. “But thanks to you, you’re what I’ve got. My traders aren’t here and my depot’s falling apart. It’ll take weeks to reposition product for Sigma Draconis. You’re a great hustler when you’re trading across the light years, Sturm. Let’s see how you do in person!” 


  Bridget laughed. “He’ll be eaten alive by the first thing he pisses off,” she said, smirking at Jamie. “If they can stomach him.” 


  “I’ve taken that into account,” Falcone said. He passed her the handheld data device. “Here’s your new orders, Yang.” 


  The chief gawked. “You don’t mean—” 


  “You’re rebased. Surge Altair is now Surge Sigma Draconis,” the administrator said. “I want you headed there to set up shop within the hour.” Wiping his nose, Falcone walked past the stunned pair. He called back from the doorway. “You’ve had to take down some real menaces in this job, Bridget. Let’s see if you can keep this menace alive…long enough to save us!” 


  *  *  *


  “Die, Black Priest!” 


  The shockpulse cannon fired, its deadly discharge enveloping one of Kolvax’s true believers. The armored Xylander shook and fell, cooked inside his own armor. The mutineers weren’t playing around. If not for the true believer heroically stepping in to protect his leader, it would have been Kolvax on the deck of the space station. 


  Simple fool, Kolvax thought, casting only a glance at the baked entity before dashing down the side hallway. His devotees had saved him again, but he was running out of them.


  He’d made a mistake, ordering the heads and bodies of the heretics in the chapel attack marched through the commissary at dinnertime. True, that way led to the atomic furnace, and the Severed were too fastidious to allow a dead body to lie for any time at all. Even now, that fact was helping him as his attackers paused to dispense with his fallen protector. But the provocation had simply set up the next round. Rather than set an example, the sight of the heads had both angered the rest and tipped his hand about the traps in their collars. The devices weren’t responding to his signals anymore. Kolvax didn’t doubt that some smart person had deactivated them.  


  His followers weren’t all incompetent.


  Kolvax could always count on Tellmer, though, whom he now found fearfully cringing behind a metal staircase. The alien builders of the space station had crafted ways for many different kinds of creatures to go between decks, expecting traffic that never came. That was the saving grace of the place: lots of ways to flee. 


  But fewer ways now than there were. “Everything below the transit axis is blocked,” Tellmer said, cradling his newly reattached hand. The surgeon hadn’t done the work right, and this was the first time Kolvax had heard his mawkish aide speak of anything else. 


  “How many are we?” 


  Tellmer’s helmeted head dipped. “Just you and I, Great Kolvax. Parrus and Jerroj never made it.” 


  “Then that’s it,” Kolvax said. “Come on!” The black-armored leader scaled the steps quickly, Tellmer right behind. The transit rings atop the rotating station were the only escape. There was a passenger container loaded in the rings pointed at Xylanx space, where the Dominium’s sentries would likely kill him the minute he arrived. However, there were other rings directed at unknown places. His fellow exiles had refused to use them for fear of emerging someplace unclean. Now, his movement shattered, Kolvax cared nothing for that. But he had to get to the rings quickly, and the long trip up to the hub would only be the start. Shifting a container from one track to another took time— 


  “Hold!” 


  Kolvax stopped dead — still alive, but maybe not for much longer. He saw his former followers blocking the way into the departure center. Behind, Tellmer turned to run — only to be struck from the side by a fire-bolo launched from cover. Tellmer screamed, his left arm sheared off at the elbow. 


  Weaponless, the Black Priest looked down at Tellmer’s limb as the Xylanx moved to surround them. “Well, maybe you’ll have a matched set now,” he said sardonically. No one laughed. He looked at the leader of the insurgents. Rumber had become one of his high priestesses, back in the days when he’d felt like doling out titles. Now, she held a hand-cannon on him.  


  “Will you give me a weapon,” he asked, “to make this fair?” 


  “No.”


  Kolvax smiled. “Neither would I.” He stepped forward, hands outstretched, ready to make a good show of it when above, the crashing bang of an arriving container reverberated through the station. The rebels looked at one another, startled. 


  “It could be deliverance,” Rumber said. “We’ve been pardoned!”


  Promptly forgetting about Kolvax, Rumber turned toward the surveillance monitors behind them.  


  The leader looked back at Tellmer. “Pick up your arm,” Kolvax said. He joined his former followers before the image. 


  “It’s not the rings from home,” Rumber said, astonished. “It’s…it’s one of the other portals!”


  Inside his helmet, Kolvax’s eyes narrowed. The image focused on the dimly lit receiving area in the hub, where arrivals made their weightless entry into the station. Several space-suited bipedal figures emerged through the airlock.  


  Two arms. Two limbs. And faces the Xylanx could see through transparent faceplates. The lead figure, checking something on a handheld device, nodded to the others, who began removing their helmets. 


  The Severed watched the newcomers in awe. Skin. Pale, yellow, brown. And hair, which even the most liberal Xylanx foreswore. Another figure joined the leader, speaking.


  “Audio,” Kolvax said, reasserting control. “Audio!”


  It was all gibberish. “What are they saying?” Rumber said.  


  “Shut up,” Kolvax said. “Listen!” 


  *  *  *


  “…two trips in one day,” Bridget said, surveying the receiving area. “You’re racking up the light years, Wall Street.” 


  “Coral Gables,” Jamie mumbled, looking around fearfully. 


  “What?” 


  “I’m from Coral Gables,” Jamie said. “Florida.” 


  “Well, you’re not there now. Welcome to Quaestor Center Sigma Draconis — also known as the Dragon’s Depot.” Bridget looked behind her. There were lots of shadows here, but it seemed as advertised — big, functional, and unoccupied, if cold. “Standard recons, people, but looks okay so far. Let’s get moved in!” 


  *  *  *


  Kolvax gawked. They were humans. Humans! Here! 


  The others saw it, too. He turned from the monitor to the people who, moments before, had been trying to kill him. “You know what this means,” he said. 


  “Yes.” Rumber dipped her head, and the others followed. “Your message — your prophecy — it was right.” 


  “Humans,” Tellmer said, the very word acidic to him. Every Xylander knew about humans. The mere presence of humanity threatened everything the Xylanx stood for.  


  Even if the humans themselves didn’t know the Xylanx existed.  


  “We should never have doubted you, my priest.” Rumber said. “You warned us. You were right.” 


  Kolvax smiled. That wasn’t all it meant. He wouldn’t be the nuisance anymore, easily dismissed. After this the Dominium would have to contend with him. He was back in the big game.  


  He snatched the weapon out of Rumber’s hand; she didn’t protest. “Hurry,” he said, heading for the staircase. “We’re going hunting!” 
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 Bridget heard the high-pitched
voice in her headset. “Uh — this is Jamie. You know, the
trader you’re supposed to be protecting?”


As
if I could forget.
The security chief holstered her sidearm and rolled her eyes. “What do you
want?” Bridget asked.


“I keep hearing things,” Jamie
said. “You said this station was unoccupied—”


“It is occupied. You’re in it.” To
the station’s everlasting regret, she thought. The Dragon’s Depot hadn’t
seen visitors from Earth since Quaestor took ownership
of it, years earlier. But today was moving day, with her newly retitled Surge Sigma team helping to move the trader in. Their
security sweeps, like hers that had just ended, had turned up nothing. Not even
much dust.


But the trader still had to be humored.
“Why didn’t you tell this to Welligan, Jamie? I sent
his team with you.”


A pause. “Yeah, they kind of got pissed at
me…and left,” Jamie said.


Bridget chuckled. Her opinion of Hiro Welligan was improving. “Just
find them,” she said.


Lissa Trovatelli
slid out from beneath the alien-built console she was working on. “Was that five times?” she asked.


“Six,” Bridget said, watching her
frosty breath in the air. Trovatelli slid back
underneath the console and returned to work. More lights were functioning here
on the command deck now, but the biggest job lay ahead. Bridget’s new base was
two kilometers long, and she still hadn’t seen a tenth of it.


Only one of the two giant habitation drums had
been completed by the station’s builders, and even this one — deemed “north” by
her team — was full of exposed walls and half-finished work. The Regulans had seen the futility of trading in the region and
given up.


Dubbed the Dragon’s Depot by its
purchasers, the station was a dumbbell of sorts: two giant rolling drums rotating
in opposite directions around a fat central tube. The habitation cylinders
turned slowly, generating one gee in the outermost decks without any of the Coriolis-induced dizziness of some of the smaller,
Earth-built stations. One end of the station’s spine was tipped with a circular
collector dish with the same diameter as the station; it shielded occupants
from Sigma Draconis’s rays while harvesting necessary
energy. And ringing the center between the “north” and “south” habitation bulbs
were eight whirlibangs, connected to the axial
cylinder by a spiraling network of tracks and girders. 


The place was built for business,
to be sure. Bangboxes by the thousands could pass
through the depot, switching to other whirlibang
tracks and going right out again. More still could be warehoused in the station
itself. And eight transit rings was plenty. Bridget knew where five of the whirlibangs went, but the other three were still a mystery.
One of them had a ’box loaded, ready to go. 


She’d investigate that later — after
Trovatelli got the climate controls fixed. The air
was breathable but frigid. Maybe they
turned the heat down because nobody was home? Bridget knew that was
ridiculous, of course: the same elemental forces that powered the whirlibangs had made it possible to keep the place running,
even unoccupied. “I thought the Regulans left us an
owner’s manual,” she said.


“They did,” Trovatelli
answered, hand tool sparking as she fused a connection. “Somebody’s fooled with
the controls. Odd — Regulans usually like it warmer.”


The statement surprised Bridget. “You
sound like you’ve been on the range before.”


“Born out here,” Trovatelli said with just the trace of an Italian accent. “Giotto Colony, Luyten’s Star.”


Bridget was glad to hear it. Jake
Temmons, her last Q/A, had left abruptly and was
probably settling in at his new university fellowship now. Bridget hadn’t been
too sorry to see him go. Baby-sitting precocious wunderkinds wasn’t her idea of
a good time. But Trovatelli’s work had impressed so
far, even as the young technician’s appearance had caught many of her
teammates’ eyes. 


Bridget had wondered about
something else. It was rare to find a woman in her twenties born on the other
side of the whirlibang. Trovatelli
belonged to what was still a small subset of humanity: the children of
pioneers. The ease with which such people handled life on the range meant they
were coveted by all the major corporations. What was she doing with such a
hard-luck outfit? Bridget made a mental note to check into her record later.


Trovatelli closed the console’s maintenance
panel. “That’s it,” she said, wiping her hands on her flight suit. “Should be tunic weather in an hour or two.”


As the chief started to offer
congratulations her earpiece beeped. “Here we go again,” she said, touching the
device. “What is it now, Jamie?”


 “I’m telling you, this time I saw something!”
Jamie’s voice had gone up an octave, if that were possible.


“I’m sure it’s Welligan’s people messing with you,” she said. They were hiding from him if they were smart.


“I thought you hotshots were
supposed to be pros,” the trader replied. “Can’t you — I don’t know — scan for life-forms
or something?”


“Yes, I’ll check my vids archive for space opera and see how they did it.”
Bridget shook her head at Trovatelli. “Jamie, I’m
working my way to your level. Hang in there.” The broker started to say
something else, but she muted the transmission.


Trovatelli gathered up her tools. “What’s
the story with him? I didn’t catch all that back with Falcone — I
was worried about the building falling apart.”


“Idiot gambled with the
expedition’s money and lost it all, basically. Now we’ve got a few weeks to get
it all back.”


“How much?”


“A hundred
billion dollars.”


“Good luck with that,” Trovatelli said.  She
looked at Bridget slyly. “Still, he’s kind of cute…for an imbecile.”


“I’m sure he thinks so,” Bridget
said. “He’s gonna have to hope the judge back on
Earth thinks so too, if this doesn’t work.”


***



This
isn’t going to work,
Jamie thought. Here he was, 158 trillion kilometers from home and a hundred
billion dollars in the hole. Well, more than that, actually — he hadn’t told Falcone everything, and he hoped he wouldn’t have to. 


And he was freezing his ass off.


Alone on one of the rotating
cargo decks, he sat in his space suit, helmet and gloves off. He only had the
one suit he’d worn to Altair, and that still smelled like guacamole. He’d asked
for more clothes, but they’d left Altair in such a hurry he could only get the
space suit. He was in his jockey shorts underneath, and the suit’s warmer
wasn’t doing its job.


The troopers had promised more
clothing was packed in the gear they’d shipped. He hoped it was true: at this
point, he was willing to make a turtleneck from one of Arbutus Dinner’s socks. The
entourage had brought a total of six ’boxes from Altair. That included two for
personnel and two for shuttle conversion, plus one more for supplies they weren’t
likely to find stationside. He hoped something his
size was in there.


And then there was the final
container, jokingly known as the “general store,” which had all any itinerant
trader needed to open negotiations with new species. The store would be married
to one or more of the personnel containers and an engine to make the trading
vessel. The smaller items had been unloaded, and he had been spending his time
studying up on his new job.


There was “the briefcase,” a
throwback to the traveling salesmen of the twentieth century. One side of the
case contained the handheld menu that operated the large fabricator in the
store. Up to a certain level of complexity, many products could be manufactured
on the scene: it made a lot more sense than shipping one of everything by the ’boxful.
So rather than bringing a sample of everything Quaestor
had for sale, the trader could use the briefcase to produce a small number of
items as examples, as long as all the component elements were in supply. After
a sale, Quaestor would bring in an entire factory to
produce the desired items in whatever quantity was demanded. Quaestor sold the fabricators, too, but in custom sizes
suited for the consuming species — and loaded with whatever patented recipes the
customers had bought licenses for. Jamie hoped someone had programmed it with
some tailored shirts from Ascot Chang. The Dragon’s Depot was a long way from
Manhattan.


On the other side was the
assayer, an isopanel that calculated market values
back home for goods found on the frontier. It was the same system Jamie was
working with on Ops and so the information was always a little out of date: its
data could only be updated when another traveler arrived through the whirlibang with more recent commodity quotes. But at least
it was a system he was familiar with.


And there was the badge, which identified
him as a representative of Quaestor, a trading firm
licensed by Earth, a member in good standing of the Signatory Systems. It was a
golden, gaudy thing, festooned with pins and beads and clockwork that moved; Quaestor’s designers had used a chelengk,
a decoration from the Ottoman Empire, as a model. Jamie thought the tacky thing
would have been rejected by even the flashiest of sultans. 


The designers had crafted it to
be noticeable by aliens of all species, whatever their sensory capabilities:
they’d left nothing out. In addition to its garish looks, a jeweled section
spun for the motion sensitive and a small heater gave it a unique infrared
signature. It made a little squawking sound every minute, as well as emitting
signals beyond human hearing. It felt prickly, smelled like cinnamon, and
tasted vaguely like lemon. Jamie could only imagine the alien who’d need to
lick his badge to identify him. Oh, and the thing was slightly radioactive.
Jamie thought if he tripped and fell with the badge on his chest, it would be
the end of him.


He looked coldly at the badge
before sighing and affixing it to his space suit for the hell of it. The thing’s
little widgets immediately began spinning and dancing. “My God,” he said,
thrilled the traders at Ops could not see him. Dear Selena would be laughing in
the aisle.


Thump.


Jamie spun around. It was what he’d
heard before. Someone else was out there! 


“Welligan?”


Nothing.


He touched his earpiece.
“Bridget, listen. Something’s here—”


“I’m not talking to you anymore,
Jamie,” she replied in his ear. “I’ve got a job to do.”


“Protecting me is your job,” he
said. “I tell you, I’m hearing something!”


“It’s probably that toy on your
chest,” she said. It was peeping like a baby chick now. “I told you, I have things
to tend to first. I’ll see you when I see you.” She ended the transmission.


Jamie fumed. He looked down at
the badge and then around at the goods he was supposed to work with.


Screw
this, he
thought, pulling at the badge. But he couldn’t get a good grip on it, and its
moving and poky parts seemed to almost fight back against him. “Ouch!” 


Aggravated, he gave up and let it
remain on his suit. He opened his naked palm and triggered the interface to his
EndoSys.


His personal supercomputer, the EndoSys resided on his left thumbnail, where it maintained
a wireless interface with whatever knowglobes and
other databases were around. The machine’s readout appeared on his palm, the harmless
work of resident pigment-stimulating nanoids injected
into his system. EndoSys implants had already replaced
tattoos in the twenty-second century, as humans eschewed static images in favor
of becoming walking animation studios; now, EndoSys-enabled
hands were replacing handheld isopanels. With a few
words and a finger tap, Jamie saw on his palm the map leading back to the whirlibang. Then he requested instructions for activating
the device. A reading of the details went to his earpiece. 


The directions didn’t sound too
difficult. I can do this, he thought.


When a ’box was at a whirlibang station, it wasn’t really a spaceship anymore.
It was more like an elevator car, unable to go anywhere but where it was
supposed to. Jamie knew which whirlibang loop was
tuned to send ’boxes to Altair; the one he’d come in on. 


Jamie wondered what would happen
if he returned. Falcone might not have left any
orders with the Altair whirlibang station crew
regarding him. All Jamie would have to do is take one ride to Altair, and then
the connecting link to Venus. He’d catch his shuttle home a few days late. And as for Quaestor’s hundred billion
dollars…


…well, he’d worry about that later.
It wouldn’t be his only problem back on Earth. Not by a long shot, not after
his relatives found out. But back home, he’d at least have a chance of
disappearing. He’d sell cheeseburgers to Czechs, lingerie in Lesotho. Anything
would be better than this.


Badge peeping away, Jamie ran
toward the exit. He heard the thump again, but this time he didn’t stop to
look. Next stop, home!
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 “Something’s wrong with the security system,” Trovatelli said, closing the panel. “We’re locked out.”


Bridget’s eyes narrowed. “Falcone said the Regulans gave us
all the codes in the sale.”


“Well, they’ve changed,” the
technician said. “I think there’s an access point one level up.”


The chief nodded. Pulse weapon
drawn, Bridget led the way. It didn’t seem necessary, but their destination was
a room she hadn’t checked yet. Yellow rungs jutted from the wall ahead, the
nearest route leading up.


“Mind if I ask a question,
Chief?” Trovatelli asked the older woman.


Bridget looked back down the
ladder. For the first time since Bridget had met her, the Q/A seemed less than
self-assured. “Shoot.”


“You were at Overland, weren’t
you?” Trovatelli followed her through the hatchway.
“How — I mean, how—”


“How did I start Earth’s first
interstellar war?” Bridget didn’t even flinch. Every new recruit to the team
asked once they realized she was that
Bridget Yang. Unless they were so clueless about the universe they lived in
that they didn’t know to ask…in which case she didn’t want them on her team
anyway. “A lot of things went wrong in a row.”


“I know. I
did a research assignment on it in school.”


Great, Bridget thought. I’m core curriculum now.


“So I know what happened,” the Q/A said. “I just don’t know how you
didn’t…well, see it sooner. I mean, you seem to try to get to know all your
recruits.”


“Cause and effect,” she said,
knowing exactly what Trovatelli was referring to. “You’re
an engineer. You should understand that.” She looked in a side door and pointed
Trovatelli toward it. “That should be your spot, if
the schematics are right. I’ll check in later.”


Bridget walked ahead in silence,
alone. Cause and effect, my ass, she
thought. One big cause
and all the rest, effect. 


That had been her life since Overland.
The location in Nebraska was little more than a crossroads on the Platte River:
a maintenance stop for the maglev line heading east. But everyone had heard
about it after the events of 2130. Eight years ago — but yesterday, as far as
Bridget was concerned. She lived through it all again every time someone
brought it up. . .


In deep space the hot-tempered Gebrans had at last agreed to an exchange of trade
representatives. However, being Gebran, the aliens
had insisted on making their own way to Earth and landing in a remote area. But
no place on Earth was truly remote anymore, and Bridget’s special marine
detachment had been just as capable of meeting the shuttle in the wheat fields
as in the capital.


Hers had been an honor guard. But
it was still a guard, and it had failed in that duty. Or rather, she had failed
to spot until too late that two of her junior escorts had belonged to the
radical Walled Garden movement, the last holdouts against Earth joining the
interstellar community. Most of the members of the Gebran
delegation had died in the assassination attempt, and while Bridget’s quick thinking
had saved the ambassador, news of the event had touched off the war that
threatened to undo the Signatory Pact.


Once humans began dying in
battle, many people began grasping for someone to blame. Some faulted Bridget,
who had initially been decorated for her role, for not having recognized
Gardeners in her midst. This despite the fact that there wasn’t anything she could have done — the investigators had
concluded early on that the turncoats had covered their pasts well.
Reflexively, she had taken responsibility anyway — although doing so before the
media had, in retrospect, been a mistake. The flak that followed had cost her
rank and commission, and ultimately she left the service after the muddle of a war ended.


She’d come to Quaestor
for a job rather than redemption. Praetor, Lazarius, Osman, and the other trading firms had turned her down
outright. Only a farseeing Quaestor expedition
leader, realizing how much experience a small amount of money bought, had
offered her a contract. Bridget had stayed ever since, running a crack surge
team even as the fortunes of the expedition it was protecting faltered. Her
past had convinced her that part of soldiering was making time to get to know
all her new recruits and seeing what made them tick. There’d be no more
Gardeners on her details.


And loyalty had demanded that she
stick with the expedition now, even after bad years and Spore attacks. She’d
even coped with the deteriorating quality of her new recruits, welcoming help
by veterans like O’Herlihy and Dinner. This latest
mission, however, had tested her loyalty to the limits. 


It wasn’t just that she didn’t
like Jamison Sturm — she hadn’t been friends with most traders she’d protected.
The job simply attracted a type of person she wasn’t at ease with: show-offs.
It made sense, of course, that sellers would have to talk themselves up, as
well as their goods. It was part of making a sale. And yet show-offs in her
line of work got killed. But that wasn’t the issue.


No, her real problem was that she
had no faith whatsoever that Jamie could do the job at all. There was an ocean of difference between issuing sell
orders at a desk on Ops and trading with other civilizations. An ocean of
plasma and void separated cultures that had few, if any, common understandings.
Language wouldn’t necessarily be the problem: they had the knowglobes
for that, and they contained the facts learned by explorers who had gone
before. It was the opposite that concerned her: that understanding Jamie might
actually make anyone they met more
hostile. And then the trouble would really begin.


People didn’t understand that
about surge teams — or about her. Her forces didn’t cross light years for a
chance to shoot at bug-eyed uglies. Mindless
organisms were one thing, sentient beings something else. Her job wasn’t to
start wars. It was to prevent them by keeping hostilities from breaking out in
the first place.


Bridget had helped to start the Arcturo-Solar War. Now, she lived in terror of what trouble
Jamie might start in the next few weeks.


Her earpiece buzzed again. This
time she ignored it.



 

***


From where he had been thrown to
the deck, Jamie looked up in panic at the silver-clad figures looming over him.
He’d never seen armor like theirs. Bulky and spiked, with two
large shoulder fins rising on either side of a bulbous helmet. The
faceplates were as dark as ink, but he didn’t need to see faces to know their
attitude. Each of his attackers held a frightening-looking weapon crackling
with electricity or glowing with unreal fire.


For a moment Jamie thought Bridget
had sent her goons to play a prank on him. There weren’t any bipedal species in
the Signatory Systems, nor any outside that he was aware of — and this crowd
certainly had two arms and two legs. Except for the skinnier one he now saw
through the crowd: he had only one arm attached and was cradling the other like
he was carrying a loaf of bread. That one alone wore a golden collar.


“Welligan?”
Jamie asked in a small voice. “O’Herlihy? Dinner?”


His assailants parted to allow
the approach of another figure from the shadows. Powerfully built, this one
wore black armor instead of silver. His faceplate was as opaque as the others’.
Through his armor’s public address system, the figure said something alien and
unintelligible.


“Oh,” Jamie said, reaching his
knees. He pointed to the decoration, still clicking and tinkling idiotically on
his chest. “Um…peace? See? I have a badge…”



***


The Black Priest of the Xylanx looked down on the simpering creature. “So this is a
human,” Kolvax said in his language. He glanced back
at one-armed Tellmer. “Are you sure the surveillance
imagers are off-line?”


“Yes, Great Kolvax.
Old Liandro locked the intruders out of the system.”


“Fine.” It wouldn’t do for the humans to
find them here — not until he knew how many were coming. He’d seen a weapon in
the hand of the dark-haired female that entered. He didn’t expect the humans
could defeat the Xylanx, but he wasn’t ready to test
that belief yet. 


Instead, the Xylanx
exiles spent the precious minutes after the humans arrived sweeping the station
to hide evidence of their presence. If the dark-hair was bringing an army, Kolvax didn’t want them to find any trace that would reveal
the Xylanx’s characteristics. Here, his followers’
fastidiousness had come in handy: there wasn’t as much as a dead cell to be
found in areas they’d frequented. His chapel was the messiest of all the areas,
owing to his own habits, but the mess, and the spatters from Tellmer’s wound, had been hastily cleaned. 


It was a lesson from Kolvax’s training with the Stalkers, the Xylanx’s ruthless paramilitary: “The longer your prey
stands in ignorance of you, the mightier you become in their fears.”


And then they had hidden using
the warren of vents and service corridors to move about the station. When the
humans left one of their number behind, Kolvax saw
the chance to act — and to learn what they were up against. 


Not
much, Kolvax concluded as he studied the pale face of the human. Hair on his head the color of sand, with a narrow nose and chin.
And thin. So thin! The Xylanx knew of humanity; from
childhood on, every Xylander learned of the great
existential threat that these creatures posed to their domain. But Kolvax wasn’t impressed in the least. “His home must be a
soft place for this thing to have lived,” he said. 


“It’s repugnant,” Rumber said. “We should kill it before it infects us with
whatever makes them waste away like that.”


“Later,” Kolvax
said. He slapped a powerful hand on the human male’s shoulder and lifted him. The
man howled, and Kolvax kneed him in the stomach. That
stopped the howling but not the noise. The creature whimpered and mewled,
clutching his midsection.


Kolvax’s followers, clearly nauseated,
held their captive’s arms. Kolvax ripped the headset
from the bewildered human and crushed it in his gloved hand. Then the badge
caught his eye.


“I know this symbol,” Kolvax said. “It’s issued by the Signatory Systems. I
gutted a few of their other members before the Dominium withdrew us from the
wider galaxy. Evidently, they’ve let the humans in.” He stared at it. “They’ve
advanced faster than I would have thought.”


As Kolvax
started to pull off the trader’s badge, the eldest surviving member of his
party spoke up. “It grows warmer,” Liandro said,
looking worriedly at a gauge. “They have control of the environmental systems
again.”


“We take him,” Kolvax said. He looked to his followers. “The Xylanx have a destiny. We have all sought Forrah Glay, the great unknown.
This human’s coming is proof we were right — and a sign of the danger that awaits
us all if we fail to act.” 


He grabbed the human by his slick
and disgusting hair. “You’re the
sign,” Kolvax snarled at the terrified being. “And
I’m taking you back to our people — now!”


***


Jamie was no xenobiologist.
He wasn’t even slightly interested in the subject. Documentarians had gone wild
in the days after first contact, recording millions of hours about what existed
out there; some people were really into it. Jamie thought it was all noise. The
beings that were out there weren’t anything he could relate to at all. 


There were no humanoids with
bumpy faces and extra arms, buxom females with exotic skin colors and
odd-shaped ears. The old entertainment programs had lied to him. Sentient life
ranged from the amorphous to the ethereal, and you could never read expressions
or body language. How did the company’s traders even have anything to work
with? Jamie had no idea.


Jamie also had no idea what the
armored beings that carried him were, but he was sure they weren’t human. They
had the requisite limbs — well, all but the little guy — but nothing about the
powerful brutes or their odd barking language seemed familiar to him. If
humanity ever opened up trade with these people, they’d need to shop from the big
and tall section.


At the moment, that didn’t seem a
likely prospect. Following the black-clad warrior, who was evidently their
leader, Jamie’s captors dragged him through one darkened corridor after
another. He could feel his limbs growing lighter as they ascended from level to
level; even Jamie knew that meant they were heading toward the station’s spine,
where there was no gravity. Jamie hoped that might slow them down. But those
hopes ended when his captors activated the jets in their backpacks. Small
gimbaled engines fired, scooting the figures along higher and faster. 


Jamie twisted to see where they
were taking him. Bright yellow light shone down through an opening far above.
He knew where it led. The security guys on the way in had called it the Shaft,
joking that Quaestor had just given it all to them. A
football field’s width across and a kilometer from end to end, the Shaft was a
vast cylindrical pressurized region within the station’s axis, a weightless
loading dock for materials shipped in from the whirlibangs
outside. Grids of metal scaffolds extended from the rounded walls, providing places
where ’boxes could be secured for unloading; hatchways back into the north habitation
area could be seen on all sides. In the middle of the open space, Jamie saw the
supply ’box the surge team had arrived with tethered to a metal scaffold.
Nobody was here unpacking.


The alien leader grunted
something as the entourage entered the Shaft, and Jamie now saw other
silver-clad aliens joining the group from other places of hiding. This wasn’t a
small party, he realized: there were thirty or forty of the creatures here.
Bridget’s Surge Sigma team only had thirty-two people. One by one, all of the
figures ignited their personal backpack rockets.


Propelled ahead with his
kidnappers, Jamie squirmed. They’re
taking me to the whirlibang! They’re taking me away!


Jamie began screaming again,
indifferent to any threat. He saw the supply ’box tethered ahead and clawed for
it — something familiar, something from home. Maybe some of his so-called
bodyguards were inside!


The leader in black made a
beeline for him, yanking him free from those holding him and slamming him
against the side of the supply ’box. An ebon fist struck Jamie squarely in the
nose, drawing blood.


“Stop!” a voice called out from
behind. The brute turned his head to see what Jamie saw: Bridget in her
environment suit, her magnetized boots holding her to the inside wall of the
Shaft. “Don’t be smacking our trader like that,” Bridget yelled. “Not before
I’ve had the chance!”
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Kolvax looked back in surprise. It was
the human woman from the airlock — and she wasn’t alone. Other soldiers emerged
from the hatchways, climbing out onto the skin of the vast tube, weapons drawn.


He didn’t hesitate. Many of his
followers had come from the Xylanx Stalker units he’d
once led. The Severed could fight, he knew. He shoved his captive aside, the
human’s bright red blood still on Kolvax’s glove. 


“Stay here, stripling,” he barked
at the human. “Faithful, attack!” 


***


What
the hell are these guys? 


Bridget sidestepped as a burst of
energy flashed past, striking the Shaft wall next to her booted feet. She’d thought
her teammates were big, but Jamie had found himself a gorilla
army — or they had found him. 


She’d seen the massive silver-armored
figures when Trovatelli got the station’s
surveillance system unlocked. Some tall, some beefy, all big — and whoever they
were, they weren’t worried about damaging the depot. On the black-clad
puncher’s command the flying people had opened up on her comrades with energy
and missile weapons. Bridget hadn’t understood their leader’s words, but she
had a good idea what he’d said.


Bridget figured the missile
weapons weren’t going to hurt the station this deep inside, but they could
certainly do a number on her. She slid her legs back
into the hatch she’d emerged from. Twisting, she snapped a tether from her suit
to an anchor inside the hatchway. “Get back in the hatches and strafe with
pulse weaponry,” Bridget called into her mouthpiece. 


It was the craziest combat
setting she’d ever encountered: flying enemies in zero gee shooting at her
people, who were attached like flies to the cylindrical wall. But the hatchways
provided cover, enough to turn the tables and transform the place into a
shooting gallery.


The only needed to give Geena Madaki time. And the pilot
was already in motion.


***


There was chaos all around. But
Jamie only saw the blood from his nose, coalescing into droplets and bobbing in
front of him. He had already felt sick from the weightlessness and panic. Now,
he felt weak and disoriented. The armored bully had turned his back on him, but
it didn’t matter. Jamie couldn’t see anywhere to go — and increasingly, he
couldn’t see at all.


Helmetless head lolling against
the collar of his environment suit, Jamie thought he saw a metal monster coming
toward him, its claws extending. Confused, he also thought he saw the face of Madaki, their shuttle pilot, in the mouth of the machine. A
tug on his leg was the last thing he felt before he blacked out.


***


Damnation!



Kolvax spun to avoid a shot from one
side — and then from another. This was no good. By keeping her people in the holes
like rodents, the dark-hair had put the Xylanx in a crossfire. He was sure his people could take the humans in
close quarters, but that effort would take time — time in which more humans could
arrive. But it cut to his spine to leave a fight unfinished.


Tellmer scrambled frantically around the
corner of the tethered container he was using for cover. Kolvax’s
aide had parted from the company long enough to flash-freeze his severed limb
at a prep station. Tellmer looked around, worried.
“We should go, Great Kolvax!” He waggled his detached
limb — hard as a rock. “You said we shouldn’t leave anything for them to study.
If any of us fall, that’d be something indeed!”


Damn
it all again, Kolvax thought. Yes, the original plan was the right one.
His captive would still be of use as a hostage, and then back home. He fired
his backpack jets and darted around a floating cargo container.


The sniveling human was gone. An
airborne cargo tender was backing away under its own power,
a body slumped across two of its robotic arms. The station had several of them
in this chamber — and evidently the humans knew it, too. Kolvax
saw a human woman with a brown face at the controls inside the cab of the
tender. The tender fired its thrusters, coasting away from him.


Rumber saw it, too. She looked at him.
“Should we go after them?”


Kolvax started to say something… 


Then he stopped and looked at his
hand. “No. We go to the transit ring — all of us. Hurry!”


The Xylanx
turned as one on Kolvax’s transmitted command.
Weaving in between the blasts, the silver behemoths rocketed toward the
cylinder’s center and the egress that led to the whirlibang.
It took them out of range of the humans.


Kolvax saw through the tunnel the
access leading to the passenger container. It had sat there for months,
taunting them with the possibility of a return flight home. Now Rumber paused, not wanting to go further. “We don’t have
the human,” she said, anger rising. “The Dominium will kill us if we return — you
know that!”


“It’s all right,” Kolvax said. He looked at the back of his glove, encrusted
with the human’s blood.  “I think we have
our pardon right here!”


***


Jamie opened his eyes to lights.
He was on one of the middle decks, with just enough simulated gravity to keep
him on the ground — but he wasn’t going to be moving anywhere. Perhaps
ever. “I’m…dying,” he said, gasping. “Blood…loss. Help me…”


Kneeling over him, Bridget rolled
her eyes. “Just breathe,” she said, placing a mask over his mouth. “You’ve just
got a bloodied nose.”


“But…”


“The air along the center line of
the Shaft cylinder isn’t as dense as it is out where the station’s rotating,”
she said. “The floors farthest from the axis have the most oxygen. I don’t
think the Regulans intended for humans to work in that
area.” Bridget stood. “Your new friends remembered their helmets.”


Jamie sat up, throat dry.
“They’re not my friends,” he said, coughing.


“Are you sure?” Bridget stepped
to a counter in the medical clinic and pitched Jamie a water flask. “I thought
maybe in all your scheming you hired a mercenary army
to bring you home.”


“Hardly! They weren’t even human!” Jamie
drank thirstily. Wiping his face, he glared at Bridget. “You saw them!”


“Armored guys, strange weapons?
Check. They were just bigger than you. That’s not a tall order.” She turned to
see O’Herlihy and Trovatelli
sliding down the ladder from above. “What do you have?”


“Jack and squat,” O’Herlihy said. “They took off in that one ’box that was
loaded up in the Echo ring — wherever that goes.”


Bridget looked to Trovatelli. “There’s no record in the database of it,” the
young tech explained. “The logs say it made the handshake with the whirlibang wherever they were going. That’s all.”


“Shut it down,” Bridget said.


“Already done.” Their visitors wouldn’t be able
to return using the way they’d left.


Bridget ordered O’Herlihy to lead his squad on a sweep of everything — including
the south bell of the station, which had never been occupied. “Give me
everything,” she said. “Fingerprints, eyelashes, the works.
If these guys spit on the floor, I want to see it.” 


“Loogie patrol.
Fun.” O’Herlihy cracked a
smile and went off.


“I’m telling you, they weren’t
human,” Jamie groaned, lying back down on the floor. It was cool and
comforting, and he appreciated the Regulans for
putting it there. “Not human. Not. They were speaking gibberish!”


“You think every human speaks
English?” Bridget glanced at her Q/A and clicked her
tongue scornfully. “Yes, you probably do.”


Jamie rubbed his nose. “Look, I
can read a bottle of wine. But these guys weren’t talking in anything I’ve ever
heard.”


“Wait. They were in environment
suits?” Trovatelli asked.


Jamie rolled on his side and
looked at the young woman, stunned that anyone was finally taking an interest. “Yeah. They had public address speakers or something — same as
you guys in your armor.”


Trovatelli looked at Bridget. “They’re oxy
breathers.”


“How do you figure?”


“Because you heard the leader speak,” the younger woman said. “If they couldn’t
breathe the air, why would they need public address systems to talk? They’d
talk via their helmet mics, like we do when we’re in
space.” She looked down at Jamie. “They must sometimes take them off.”


“You see?” Bridget said, again
impressed by her new recruit. “Oxygen breathers. Maybe
one of the pirate outfits.” While no one could make unauthorized use of the whirlibangs in the Solar System, there were other entry
points across the Orion Arm and more than enough human settlements to generate
a crime problem. Where there was commerce, there was piracy. “Maybe they grew
up in low-grav and grew tall,” she said. “But human
enough.”


“Maybe,” Trovatelli
said. “But maybe not. The database interfaces weren’t set to Regulan or anything in our knowglobe.
That’s why I’ve had so much trouble with it. Do pirates have their own
language?”


Bridget stared. Stepping over to
a console, she took a look at the characters on the isopanel.
“Huh.”


“You see?” Jamie looked over at
the Q/A. “Thank you—” 


“Lissa,”
she said, nodding pleasantly.


“Lissa
believes me.”


“I didn’t say that,” Trovatelli said. “Just that all the
evidence isn’t in.”


Bridget turned. “Okay,” she said.
“Check the security logs. Surveillance recordings. Everything.”


Trovatelli rubbed her chin. “If they locked
me out, they could easily have purged—”


“Which should be no problem for
you,” Bridget said as the tech walked out. “I have faith in my staff.” 


Seeing the man Trovatelli passed in the doorway, Bridget blanched. “On the
other hand…”


“You!” Jamie turned to see the
orange-haired Osakan in uniform. It was Hiro Welligan, the squad leader
who had abandoned him — ultimately leaving him to the kidnappers. Jamie stormed
toward him. “You nearly got me killed, you son of a—”


Welligan smiled broadly and held up his
hands. “Hey, we did shoot at them for you.” His eyes lit up. “Thanks for
finding them for us.”


“Thanks for…?” Infuriated, Jamie
grabbed for the trooper.


Bridget interceded. Breaking them
up, she glared at her underling. “You did leave him, Hiro.”


“He called me a jackbooted thug!”
Welligan said. He looked at Jamie. “Er…what’s a jackboot?”


“It’ll be the thing up your ass
if you ditch him again,” Bridget said. 


Jamie thought she looked serious
about it. The trader had watched the team long enough to know Welligan’s role: he was the clown of the crew, right down
to the spectral hair. Hiro had gone for the EndoSys follicular implants, which took the whole
skin-printing thing a step beyond. The guy’s hair went from orange to a cool
and calming blue as he dipped his head and grinned in embarrassment before his
boss. Jamie had known guys like Welligan on the
bourse. They tried too hard, and their jocularity was usually covering up for
an inability to make a sale. Jamie was glad to see that Bridget didn’t seem to
be buying it, either. The grin fled Hiro’s face, and
he seemed to wilt under his superior’s scrutiny.


Duly chastened, Welligan passed Bridget a packet. “Bangbox
just in from Altair,” he said. “Falcone’s gathered
the logistical crews from ASPEC — they’re heading here soon. He wants the first trading
mission underway before he arrives.”


“Trading mission?” Jamie goggled.
“I just got kidnapped!”


Welligan’s hair changed to an inspiring
white with flowing, animated red stripes. “Got to save our
jobs, ace.”


“That,” Jamie said, glaring,
“presumes you were doing one in the first place.”


Looking tired, Bridget just
shrugged.
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Alabeyd hadn’t really felt like another
world to Jamie. He hadn’t ventured outside the ASPEC facility onto the
asteroid’s surface, and he already knew from the shuttle’s approach run that
there wasn’t anything to see out there. Apart from the heap of debris that had
once been his future, that was.


Stepping out of the transport
onto Baghula, however, finally felt like the real
deal. The red dwarf Struve 2398A loomed freakishly large overhead, a muted
tangerine in the chlorine-rich haze. Baghula was
closer to Struve than Mercury was to the Sun, but Struve was enough past its
prime that it wasn’t doing much, even with this face of the planet always
toward the star.


Struve and Baghula
were at the near edge of their expedition’s sales territory, but Jamie already
felt like it was the deep end. Survey reports shared with humanity by other
Signatory members said there was an intelligent life-form on the planet, but it
was so exotic that it had resisted all trading attempts. Jamie thought
humanity’s neighbor trading species were strange enough as it was. Anything too
weird for them to handle was something he didn’t want to mess with.


Mercifully, the trip in from
Sigma Draconis had been his shortest hop yet.
Struve’s whirlibang station didn’t require human
attendants to run, but Falcone would send some anyway
if it proved to be the hoped-for link in a logistical chain. Comprising two
crew ’boxes, an engine, and the general store, the shuttle Prospector had made the short trip from the Struve whirlibang to land at coordinates sent up by a local survey
team. The explorers had sounded surprised to get their hail; it didn’t seem
like they got many visitors here.


Setting his briefcase down on Baghula’s surface, Jamie understood why. He didn’t know who
or what had installed the whirlibang in the system,
but it seemed a waste of effort. Bridget had said the place looked “pleasant
and calm” just before she and her squad had left on their recon minutes
earlier. “Calm” he agreed with — but he could hardly call the place “pleasant.”
Generated by the local life-forms and the briny lakes they lived in, the
chlorine in the atmosphere contributed to a greenish-yellow fog that both
limited visibility and made everything else look like a mirage.


Jamie checked the seals again on
his SoftSHEL environment suit. Apart from the
circulation pack, it wasn’t much more than a jumpsuit, gloves, boots, and a
fishbowl helmet. No wonder the traders needed guards if Quaestor
dressed them like this. On the shuttle, Jamie had carped that Bridget’s team
got to be in its regular battle gear. She’d retorted that the trader needed to
look nonthreatening — although she added that their particular trader probably
didn’t require the extra effort.


Jamie stood around for a minute
before he looked back at Welligan. Hiro’s squad had remained to form a safety perimeter around
the shuttle, but Jamie still wasn’t talking to him. But now he was growing
impatient. He raised his arms. “What am I waiting for?”


Welligan pointed behind Jamie to a
sloping rise leading off into the haze. Something was moving there, something
big. Jamie started to turn, but Welligan wasn’t
looking alarmed.


Jamie didn’t understand why. A
giant wheel, three meters tall, rolled over the hill toward him. Through the
haze, Jamie could see jagged, angry teeth around the wheel’s circumference
biting into the green-stained sand and propelling it along. Four robotic arms
extended from either side of the wheel, helping to pull the contraption ahead.
The rolling monstrosity rumbled toward Jamie.


“Stop!” Jamie yelled, unaware if the
thing could hear him over his mic, since he had never
tested his public address system. But before the trader could
turn to run from the wheel, its robotic arms closest to the ground plunged into
the muck, halting the vehicle’s advance. 


And it was a vehicle — for the
unseen alien that rode inside the egg-like passenger compartment that was the
wheel’s hub. “I’m so sorry to have startled you, sir,” a female voice cooed over
his headset.


“Bridget!” Jamie yelled.
“Bridget, I’ve got a native over here! And it’s talking!”


Bridget stepped through the fog,
rifle slung. She smiled. “That’s not a native. That’s our tour guide.”


“Oh, dear,” the wheel said,
tilting left. Jamie could see the spongy alien peering through the egg’s
viewport now. It wasn’t much more than a gray mass. “I’m sorry to have
disturbed your friend, Chief Yang.”


Jamie stared at the thing,
startled. “Er…not a problem.”


“Welcome to Baghula,”
the frothy voice said. “I hope you’ll have a wonderful stay here, Mister—”


“Sturm,” Jamie said. He tugged at
the ridiculous identification badge on his chest.


“Oh, a trader!” The wheel bounced up and down
excitedly. “None have come for so long. I am just sure the Baghu
will greet you warmly this time.”


Jamie looked with concern. “What
do they usually do?”


The wheel giggled — and Jamie took
a step back, never having heard a wheel giggle before. “The Baghu
are perfectly harmless, silly. They’re just…particular about who they welcome
into their community.” The wheel pivoted back to face the hill, and the thing
inside its hub gave something that sounded to Jamie like a sigh. “I’ve been
here for years researching them — to little avail, I’m afraid. You can call me
Lorraine.”


Jamie stared. The big alien wheel was named Lorraine.


Bridget chuckled and walked past.
Welligan’s team was unloading the knowglobe
from the shuttle. Hip-high and dodecahedral, the database held all the shared
knowledge of the member Signatory Systems — including their languages. Every
traveling party in the pact carried one, an all-purpose travelers’ aid. And it
was already aiding now, Jamie learned. 


“Lorraine is a Sheoruk,”
Bridget explained. “Your suit’s aural sensors are picking up Lorraine’s words
and putting them wirelessly back through the knowglobe.
You’re getting the translation in your headset.” She patted the speaker outside
Jamie’s helmet. “And any alien who talks to you is getting your words
translated, as well.”


“Oh,” Jamie said, realizing for the
first time that when he spoke to the wheel, he was hearing a strange whispering
echo that was not his voice. He was speaking Sheoruk;
his uniform’s system was doing its best to muffle it from his own hearing.


Bridget nodded to the knowglobe. “We’ll be thankful for any help you can give,”
she said.


“Certainly.” Lorraine wobbled toward it and
wiggled a robotic arm. “There,” she said. “Synchronization
complete. You now have everything my mission has found about the Baghu — including their language. I do hope you find our
research of use.” 


Jamie shook his head,
flabbergasted. The alien sounded so chipper. “Okay,” he said, still back on the
name. “You’re Lorraine?”


“You don’t know anything about what we do here, do you?”
Aggravated, Bridget gestured to the giant wheel. “The knowglobe
has translated her name to a human cognate, and it’s selected a speaking
persona it believes is a good match for her.” She stepped over and patted the
metal frame of the alien’s odd vehicle. “It appears the knowglobe
has decided Lorraine would sound best as a nineteen-fifties
flight attendant.”


Jamie gawked. “Are you joking?”


“No, it’s for real. The knowglobe has billions of bits of recorded human speech in
it.” Bridget checked a display in her helmet and continued with a smile. “Lorraine
Buchwalder of Passaic, New Jersey, lives again as a Sheoruk xenobiologist on the
planet Baghula.”


“Whatever.” Jamie rolled his
eyes. He found his briefcase and picked it up by the handle. “Let’s get to it.”


“Thank you for flying Pan Am,”
Lorraine said. “Please step this way.”


***


Flanked by O’Herlihy,
Dinner, and Bridget’s other troopers, Jamie and the chief followed the wheel
through the green mist to a brown lagoon. The body of liquid was a soupy brine so dark nothing could be seen within it. The
brown mud resolved into lighter, almost golden sands as the party approached
the lakeside.


“Jesus!” Jamie yelled, dropping
his case. Behind the troopers, a massive beast rose from the water. And then
another, and another.


“The Baghu,”
Lorraine said.


“Uh-huh.” Jamie stared, mystified — and
glad that his space suit had ways of dealing with what had just been scared out
of him. Because there were more now, rising from the nasty
surf — and because the Baghu looked like nothing more
than walking versions of the human stomach. 


Bulbous two-meter-tall flesh bags
waddling on pairs of gummy legs, the Baghu had large
slimy tentacles extending from their midsections. And up top, instead of heads,
the giant sacs tapered off to drooling nozzles. 


One of the creatures tromped from
the lagoon and onto the shore. “It’s missing an esophagus,” Jamie said,
repulsed. “And everything else.”


“Isn’t it fascinating?” Lorraine
chirped. “That upper valve handles sensory perception, eating, respiration,
elimination—”


“Elimination?” Jamie asked. “It craps through
its mouth?”


Lorraine tittered, amused by the
slang. “I’ve never seen that, of course. But it breathes and sees through it,
for sure. In fact, we’ve nicknamed them Breathers — I think you can hear why.”


Jamie could. The Baghu leader — if that was what it was — expanded and
contracted like a blood-pressure bulb. Its loud, wheezing respiration made
Jamie glad he’d skipped lunch on the shuttle.


Lorraine prodded at Jamie with a
robotic arm. “Speak,” she said. 


“I don’t speak Baghu,” Jamie said. But what came out of his uniform’s
public address system was something altogether different: a warbling series of
gurgles and squawks.


“Splendid!” Lorraine said,
rolling happy circles around Jamie. “You’ve just done it!”


Jamie looked back at Bridget. “The knowglobe, right?”


Bridget winked. “You’re getting
it. They have a rudimentary language. You have it now, too.”


He shook his head. “I hope it’s
not making me sound like a Baghu fashion model or
something.”


“Just talk,” she said, laughing.


Jamie picked his briefcase back
up, faced the Breather, and took a deep breath. “Greetings,” he said, trying to
ignore the creepy echo from outside. “I’m Jamison Sturm, representing the Sigma
Draconis expedition on behalf of Quaestor
Corporation. Perhaps you’ve heard of us?” Instinctively, he put forward his
gloved hand.


He immediately thought to pull it
back — but astonishingly, the Baghu moved first,
plopping a dripping tentacle onto his hand. “I am Baghu,”
the alien said in a breathy basso voice that Jamie suspected the knowglobe must have pulled from old recordings of sexual
criminals.


Then Jamie realized the tentacle — and
now his hand — was covered with a gooey slime. He quickly pulled his dripping
hand back. “Ew!” he said, flicking his wrist madly.


“Mr. Sturm!” Lorraine called out,
alarmed. The alien wheel ground its gear teeth into the sand. “Please, watch
your behavior.”


Jamie looked up at the Breather.
If it was offended, he had no way of telling. He tried to restart. “You said
your name is Baghu? Don’t you have an individual name?”


“They do not,” Lorraine said.
“They know who they are.”


“Maybe you’d like to buy a name?”
Jamie said, finally overcome by the absurdity of it all. “Here’s one for free.
I’ll call you Bob.”


The Sheoruk
tut-tutted. “So disrespectful!”


Jamie snapped back at the alien
scientist. “You’re a glob in a wheel named Lorraine! You’re one to talk?”


“Well!”


With that icy response, the Sheoruk pivoted and rumbled away, heading over the hill to
its survey vessel.


Bridget shook her head. “There
goes our help.”


Jamie took another look at the
big Baghu wobbling indifferently on the beach before
him. Then he looked back at Bridget. “Sorry,” he said, chastened.


“No, you’re off to a fine start,”
Bridget said, resigned. “I can’t wait to see what happens next.”
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This Dominium session began as
they all had, with the ruling body displaying a visual reminder of the dangers
the Xylanx were up against. Kolvax,
standing in the center of the circular assembly room, looked up at the suspended
crystal imager and yawned.


There was the soundless monochrome
image of a human woman, tromping up and down happily in a vat — dancing, the Xylanx presumed, in the blood of her enemies. A sure sign of a vicious people. And there she was again in
another fragment: evidently a prisoner, she was forced, along with another
slave, to stuff her mouth with dark morsels carried along by a conveyor. The
segment ended there, but the Xylanx assumed that
death had surely followed. A fiendish method of execution,
showing that even the mightiest human could be brought low. 


Kolvax looked away, annoyed. How many
times could this thing be rerun? The seconds of video had no context now, nor
had they ever: Kolvax even suspected that, viewed
outside the martial lens of the Xylanx, they might be
part of some human entertainment rather than a political message. There was
something comic about the woman, in a curious way. No, how the images were transmitted was the key thing.


Xylander observers had found the signals
decades earlier during a years-long focus on a nearby star believed to have no
transit stations. Had the broadcast been meant for the originating planet
itself, the Xylanx would never have found it: a
signal directed around the horizon by a surface-based transmitter or down to
the ground from a satellite would’ve leaked little into space and not been of
sufficient power to span the vast distance. But these signals were directed
outward, at a strength intended for reception off world.


Had the humans colonized their
star system? It seemed the most likely explanation to Kolvax.
And it meant that a human presence in their neighborhood could be just around
the corner — or even underway, by the time the Xylanx had
received the signals.


Had Kolvax
been alive then, he would have mobilized the Stalkers immediately to
investigate. Instead, the Xylanx of that time decided
to withdraw to within their borders, using the militia only to put down local
rebellions. Rather than test themselves against the humans, the leaders chose
the path of cowardice.


More images appeared now, some in
color, depicting escalating violence. He had had enough. “You can stop showing
this now,” he said, his voice booming around the chamber. “I alone have seen
them. Me and my followers!”


“The Great Kolvax,”
a voice echoed from above. “We had forgotten you were here.”


Kolvax couldn’t see the speaker’s
sneer, but he didn’t need to. The Dominium’s assembly
room was structured to make anyone given an audience as ill at ease as
possible. Kolvax stood in a tiny lighted circle
beneath the crystal visualizer above. All around were
the ranking Dominium members, silhouettes behind a hundred one-way partitions.
It was a nod to egalitarianism: the guest, usually
accused of some crime against the state, would have no notion of the identities
of his judges and accusers. Kolvax knew, of course.
“Well, Haarfat,” he said, glaring at the shadow who’d
spoken, “you won’t forget me after this.”


He turned and looked up to the
display, which now showed, in vibrant color, scenes from the last hours of his
exile: The arrival of the humans, recorded by the armor worn by him and his
compatriots. The weakling captive chattering in fear.
And the battle with the warrior female and her comrades, all of whom looked
more formidable than the wide-eyed blood-stomper from the old transmission.


The Dominium members had seen the
video, but he heard them gasp again from behind their protective screens. Kolvax smiled. He’d guessed correctly. The images alone
wouldn’t have been enough to save his skin; any talented Xylander
could have doctored them. But he had something else: the coward’s blood on his
glove. He hadn’t needed the hostage after all. Genetic analysis had already
proven that the people he fought existed. And that, Kolvax
hoped, would be enough to reverse his people’s slide into irrelevance.


The Xylanx
of his grandfather’s time were the scourge of the region. Few species could
match them for industry. The rivals who were more efficient did not long
survive. The Xylanx made sure of that, laying waste
to worlds, enslaving some species and eradicating others. The Stalker brigades,
the Xylanx’s high-tech armored special
forces, were a tool of expansion and terror.


But thanks to the messages from
humanity, Kolvax had been born into a flabby realm
only interested in protecting territory already taken. Despite its public
rumblings, the ruling body really had no interest in venturing forth against
the humans, not when its members could use the threat to stoke fear at home and
preserve their holdings. The status quo enriched the Dominium members, and
opponents to the isolation policy were made to suffer. 


Kolvax could have been one of those
liquidated. He’d originally cursed his people’s fear of and fixation on
humanity: they limited their horizons, preventing conquests. But then he hit
upon another way. He decided to outflank the ruling class with the creation of the
Severed. If the Dominium wanted to protect what they had by sowing fear of
another species, his people would loathe
aliens, demanding that all contamination be purged.


Hewing
to an even more xenophobic position had kept him alive and given him room to build
his own power base — for a time. 


And now he intended to pound the
wedge in deeply.


“None of you believed the humans
would ever leave their cradle,” Kolvax said. “You showed
the old images by rote, building up your boogeymen
without the least interest in investigating the humans’ challenge. Well, I have
just reminded you. They are real!” 


“You don’t have to make a
speech,” Haarfat said. “Although we know that is what
you most love to do.” The Dominium member cleared his throat. “We’ve sequenced
the genetic material you returned. It matches what we would’ve expected to see.
We’ll need to return to your place of exile in force to investigate.”


Kolvax laughed derisively. Some strategists these people are. “All you’ll do is alert them to us.”


“And you didn’t?” a female voice
asked. It was Deeliah, Kolvax
assumed, one of his harshest critics. “The humans saw you!”


“But we left no clue to follow — none
that will be found before we have a chance to act,” Kolvax
said. “The Severed are meticulous and careful, even in exile. That buys us
time. The humans were not on a military expedition—”


“They were armed!” Deeliah sputtered. 


Kolvax waved his hand, and above, the
image resolved to show the golden-haired coward, wearing his badge. “The human
was a trader,” Kolvax said. “He certainly wasn’t a
fighter. We saw them bringing goods into the station.
They’re leading a commercial — not military — expedition.”


Silence above and around. The
human accession into the Signatory Systems was by far the biggest shocker Kolvax had come back with. It was a fearsome development,
portending the spread of humanity everywhere. It gave him the confidence to
advance his plan.


“We need more information about
their capabilities,” he said. “I can get it.” Kolvax gestured
again. A twinkling display appeared in the crystal imager above, depicting
stars as glowing red pulses. Eight pathways traced away from a flashing dot at
the center, representing the transit connections from the Severed’s
place of exile. “A frontal assault on the station will mobilize them against
us. But there’s no reason to do that — not when there are alternate routes for us
to reach places they’re likely to go. We can find them where they’re out
trading. And I can take the information you want as easily as I took the
trader’s blood.”


Haarfat said nothing for a moment.
Finally, Kolvax heard a grudging question. “What do
you want?”


“Command of a
habitat. And
control of a Stalker detachment, which I will direct from there.”


“A habitat! You don’t want much.”


“I want to protect the Xylanx,” Kolvax said. He raised a
hairless eyebrow. “If the rest of our people knew who was lurking at the door,
I’m sure they’d want you to advance me all that was needed.” His lip curled. “Give
me my license to speak to the masses again, and they’ll know—”


 “We’re not making that mistake again,” Deeliah said. The Dominium had withheld news of Kolvax’s encounter from the general public. She sighed.
“You will install your so-called followers in positions of power, we assume.”


“Of course. You know the code,” Kolvax said. “I claim this discovery. Rights assigned to
it, and titles.” He looked at the display and pointed. “I suggest Gharion Preserve — where I just came from. It’s connected to
the exile station, with transit links heading almost everywhere the trader can
go.” It also had thirty thousand Xylanders, he did
not need to say, whose production would be under his
command.


“Use discretion,” Haarfat said. “If you know how to do
that. The human traders may be accustomed to commercial rivals. Appear
as one.”


Kolvax would do more than that. The
need to keep the humans from expanding was legitimate. “I will oppose them at
every turn — until I have what I need.” He looked up. “I mean, what we need.”


Silence from above signaled the
audience was over. Kolvax smirked and walked out into
the receiving area. There, in the antiseptic atrium, Tellmer
stood beneath the only color in the room: a great tree growing in a vast
planter. Tellmer’s other arm had been reconnected, he
saw, and the aide was moving it around awkwardly. 


“We got it,” Kolvax
said. “Everything I wanted.” In less than a week, they’d gone from being exiled
on an alien station to having control of the Xylanx
fortress station next door.


Tellmer bowed his helmeted head. “Wonderful, Great Kolvax.” Raising
his head, Tellmer looked up. “I just remembered
something, standing here.”


“How to make a
fist?” Kolvax laughed. Xylanx surgical
science was remarkable, but Tellmer was still
recovering.


Tellmer made a feeble attempt to point
upward. “Remember back in your office, behind the chapel? You forgot your
tree,” he said.


Kolvax looked up. “Huh. So I did.” But
he was hungry and in the mood to celebrate, so he quickly forgot about it.
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 When he was eleven, Jamie Sturm
had sold his little stepsister to the Regulans. Earth’s
first trading partner had taken a liking to Shetland ponies, which his mother’s
new in-laws bred: Jamie had opened their eyes to the prospect of shipping their
excess animals off world, taking advantage of a market that was, as yet, in its
infancy. He had simply added one more name to the documentation. Young Jamie
had not gotten to keep the eighty thousand dollars, and to this day the sight
of a live-animal shipping container still made Taffy Keeler cry.


Given how the adult Taffy had
turned out, Jamie knew now he had been absolutely justified. The Keelers would drive anyone to extreme measures. But that
early experience had put him on the road to thinking he could sell anything to
anyone, anywhere. In truth, though, what Jamie had done at the bourse was much
different from selling in the past. He’d conducted all his sales through an isopanel, only occasionally speaking to another human
through a linkup. He’d never so much as had to sell a candy bar in person.


He’d tried selling candy bars and
just about everything else to the Baghu in the hours
since Lorraine left. The portable fabricator from the general store sat in the
sand behind him, where Bridget’s team had parked it earlier. Two and a half
meters tall and twice as long, the tracked vehicle was in effect a vending
machine capable of producing most anything small enough to emerge from its
meter-cubed slot. It had worked as it was supposed to. But nothing it had
produced had caught the Baghu’s eye…or whatever the Baghu had.


His attempts had gone on for so
long that Bridget’s teammates had lost interest in making fun of him. Over by
the beach, he saw the ludicrous sight of Dinner and a couple of his teammates
building a castle out of blue sand. The Breathers paid them no mind. Nor did
they seem to care that O’Herlihy was wading at the
edge of the lagoon, tramping around and picking up rocks. “He’s a collector,”
Bridget explained.


“More for his
head.” Jamie
looked tiredly at the Baghu leader — and then behind
him, at the heap of merchandise he’d manufactured. He’d gone through the
routine a hundred times at least. Jamie would call up images on the menu isopanel. Something would catch the leader’s interest.
Jamie would order up a sample and wait for it to be manufactured. Finally, he
would take the item to the Baghu — who would sniff at
it indifferently and then turn away.


Jamie’s pile of rejected junk was
now almost as tall as he was. A trumpet. A brass ingot. A paper comic book. A surveillance bee. A wedge of Stilton
cheese. A pink bow tie. A
bowling ball. Cyclotron parts. A bottle of brandy. High-tech or low-tech, decorative or
useful, the products failed to impress the Baghu
leader, who had simply lost interest and waddled off. Bridget’s main use had
been to stand between the creature and the lake, and nudge him back into the
sale. The Breather didn’t seem to mind being detained; whatever duties he had
scaring young children in their nightmares weren’t pulling him away.


“This is pointless,” Jamie
finally said. “These things don’t even have anything to trade!”


“Wait.” Bridget walked up to him.
“Hold out your hand. The one the Breather shook.”


Jamie rolled his eyes. “This is a
waste of time,” he said, sticking his right hand out. Bridget turned it over
and activated the sensor above her helmet’s faceplate. A line of light swept
past Jamie’s hand.


“I was right,” she said, checking
a reading. “On your glove — and on the Baghu.
Gold dust.”


Jamie took his hand back. “What?”
He eyed his glove. “I don’t see anything.”


“Microscopic, but it’s there,”
Bridget said. “Maybe they do have
something.”


Jamie calculated. Gold was useful
and desirable, even now. They hadn’t been able to analyze the lake to any
depth, but maybe the Breathers had something down there after all.


He tried to quiz the Baghu leader about it, but the thing simply hissed — a
frightening sound that Jamie decided he never wanted to hear again, ever. “No
deal?”


“We want first,” the Baghu boomed. “Then we will trade you the things.”


“The things.”


“The things under the water,” the
alien said, its nozzle dripping ooze.


Jamie sighed. He turned back to
look at the pile again. “What the hell do you guys want?”


Bridget walked back to the edge
of the lagoon and kicked the liquid with her boot. “Why don’t you hit the
randomizer?” she asked. “Surprise them with something.”


“I’ve been using it for an hour!”
Disgusted, Jamie punched in the command again. Behind him, the fabricator
returned to its work. Less than a minute later he heard the electronic chime in
his helmet. Something fell from the slot and landed in the muck. Jamie didn’t
even try to catch it.


It was a teddy bear. Brown and
fuzzy, the bear was a protected design licensed from the holders of the Zazzy the Zoobear intellectual
property. It had been seventy years since any bears walked the Earth outside
captivity, but the Zazzy entertainments had driven a
generation of kids to fall in love with things ursine. The previous generation, Jamie knew: Zazzy
was as dated as the animals that inspired him, and Quaestor
had picked up the license for next to nothing.


Deflated, Jamie kneeled down to
pick it up. But before his gloved hand touched it, a greasy tentacle snaked up
and snatched the stuffed animal away.


Jamie turned to see the Baghu leader holding the fuzzy aloft and contemplating.
Other Breathers took notice, somehow, and tromped out onto the beach. Then the
lead creature flipped the toy up into the air and enveloped it with his snout.
The Baghu swallowed the bear whole.


“Okaaay…” Jamie said.


Bridget’s eyes widened with
amusement. “Try another one!”


Another minute,
another chime, another bear.
Now the other Baghu pawed at the Zazzy®
Brand Children’s Bear Product with their tentacles. A sort of slap-fight broke
out between the Breathers, and by the time it ended the toy had become a meal
for another appreciative alien.


“Teddy bears?”


Standing in the lagoon, O’Herlihy laughed. “Maybe they like the way they go down.”


All along the shoreline, Baghu beckoned, waving tentacles. More had appeared, and
Jamie could barely see the surge team members through the crowd of aliens. “We
will sell you the things under the water,” came the
call. “We want. We want!”


Jamie tried to shut out the
cacophony. Teddy bears! As if this
place wasn’t weird enough. Jamie shook his head. “A sale’s a sale, I guess.” He
looked to Bridget, still on the edge of the lagoon. “What now?”


“You’re the trader—”


“A desk-trader, as you love to remind me,” he said. “But you escort the traders all
the time.”


Bridget shook her head. “Once you
settle on a price, someone takes the deal back to the Dragon’s Depot. Falcone will send back Quaestor’s
factors to set up on-site production. The bears are easy enough to make
locally.”


“But what price?” He looked at
the Baghu. “What’s under the water?”


The lead Breather stood silent,
and the end of its nozzle pinched. “Don’t want to say,” it finally said.


“Great.” Jamie looked at Bridget.
“Help?”


***


Standing at the edge of the lake,
Bridget grew nervous. There were fifty or more flailing Breathers now, some
half in the lagoon, others on the shore. Jamie’s random pick had put the
walking stomachs into a consumer frenzy not seen since the Black Friday Riots
on Earth brought out a military response a hundred years earlier.


“Chief?” O’Herlihy
asked in her ear. She could barely see him over the aliens. The systems in her HardSHEL armor highlighted the locations of her other eight
squad members up and down the shoreline; nobody was where they needed to be.
She’d gotten complacent, been lulled into a false sense of security by the Baghu’s previously placid manner. Now, nobody was in
position to protect Jamie, who was backing up farther from the beach, hemmed in
against the fabricator.


Nearby, she could see Dinner
trying to raise his rifle to protect the trader. The Breathers pushed and
jostled right past, ignoring him.


“They don’t know what our weapons
are,” she said.


“Shot in the air?” O’Herlihy asked, rattled.


“Hang on.” Anywhere else, she’d
consider it — but gunfire usually had a way of ending sales calls. Turning toward
the lagoon, she slid between bouncing Breathers and waded into the brine. Maybe
the answer was simple: they’d help the primitive Baghu
complete the sale. We will give you the
things under the water!


It wasn’t really water, she saw
as she tried her scanner again. Heavily laden with salts and chlorides at this
level — and the body went much deeper than she’d imagined. Trovatelli
had stayed aboard the depot to get the place running; Bridget could have used
the Q/A’s skills here now. “Inconclusive,” she said. “Too
murky.” She turned and called back toward the beach, and Jamie. “Maybe
we could—”


Bridget felt a chain snap around
her neck. Reaching with her free hand, she felt it was no chain but rather the
sinewy tentacle of a Baghu pulling at her. Every Breather
on the beach and in the brine turned on the armored bodyguards, bullwhip
tendrils snaking around limbs, chests, and rifles.


“Hostile, hostile!” she called.
The fifty had become a hundred now, a mass of Baghu
splashing up from beneath. What the hell is
happening?


***


Jamie backed up against the
fabricator. “Yang!”


The Baghu
kept pressing toward him. Jamie stuck his foot in the delivery slot of the
fabricator and scrambled on top of the big device. It rocked on its wheels,
jostled by the pressure of the Breathers.


“We want,” the Baghu
leader said. “We want!”


Jamie didn’t have the menu
anymore; he’d dropped it. It was out there somewhere, pounded under the feet of
the drooling stomachs. And out past them he couldn’t see a single member of
Surge Sigma. He’d seen two of his bodyguards go down into the lake with the
Breathers — the creatures had lifted Arbutus Dinner like he was a child’s toy.


“We want! We want!”


On his hands and knees atop a
vending machine a hundred trillion kilometers from home, Jamie looked out over
the sea of alien tentacles and tried to see Bridget — or any of the surge team
members.


So
much for my debut!


***


Another tentacle and then another
wrapped around Bridget’s faceplate; she could see her companions being bound
and hurried toward the lake. She heard a shot fire wildly as she fought to keep
her balance. Her suit’s internal armature held, keeping her in place. But the
mucky soil beneath her boots did not hold, and the four Breathers holding her
pushed out toward the center of the lagoon.


“Extract the trader,” she called
again to anyone who would listen.


Then they plunged, Bridget
struggling all the way as the darkness devoured them.


 




Episode 3

Underwater Holdings





 14
 
 
All through grad school, Jamie
Sturm had been plagued by the same nightmare. He was huddled on top of a
pedestal, trying to avoid the clawing fingernails of people down on the ground who were crawling all over each other to unseat him. Ashamed
of having a subconscious so embarrassingly on the nose, he’d never mentioned
the dream to his therapist. Financial industry work came in two flavors: paranoia
and panic. He’d known what was ahead. 


Or so he thought. As faceless and
frightening as the people in his dreams were, at least they’d never had
tentacles for arms and drooling nozzles for mouths. The Baghu’s
slimy feelers slapped untiringly against the top edge of the fabricator. Twenty
minutes had passed and the creatures’ enthusiasm was unabated. Hunched atop the
big machine, Jamie kept his hand pressed on the panic button of his sales badge.
He’d already called out on the emergency channel and activated his suit’s
internal summons, but no one had seemed to notice.


“Welligan,
where are you?” Jamie yelled again
into his helmet mic.


Static. 


The trader swore. He’d been
abandoned. Was this Welligan’s revenge for Jamie
ratting on him back at the depot? Or was the idiot simply incompetent? Jamie didn’t
know. But he knew he hadn’t heard anything from Bridget or any of the troopers
swept into the lagoon, either. 


And they were supposed to be
protecting him?


On his hands and knees, Jamie
desperately looked around. He couldn’t see anything but the sea of tentacles; Baghu covered the entire beach. But he could still make out
the lagoon, and he knew the landing site was back in the other direction. There
weren’t as many Breathers on that side yet. Maybe he could make a jump for it
without being eaten or carried off himself.


Yeah,
that’s it, he
thought. If the critters wanted the fabricator, maybe they’d ignore him. It was
his only shot. He stood—


“Sturm!”


Jamie pulled back from the edge
and yelled in response to the crackling voice over his headset. “Welligan! Dammit,
man!”


“Sorry, friend. We’re a little busy,” Welligan said. 


Jamie thought he could hear the
sound of pulse blasts going off in the background of Hiro’s
transmission. Well, at least someone’s
shooting. “I need you to get busy over here, friend!” 


“Can’t,” Welligan
said. “But I’m sending somebody. Sigma Three out.” 


“Wait! What?” 


Nothing. 


Jamie dropped again to his knees
as a rumble shook the fabricator. Would the Baghu try
to carry the machine into the lagoon, too, ignorantly assuming it was a box
full of teddy bears? And what would happen to him then?


“Welligan!”
he yelled again. “Yang!” 


“Anyone!”


* * *


Bridget Yang looked at the time
display projected on the inside of her faceplate. Thirty minutes. It felt like
longer — and it was far too long to be helpless.


The Baghu
who’d seized her had picked up speed as they plunged, carrying her down into
the darkness of the alien lake. Her armor had registered the increased pressure
and compensated; fortunately, the lagoon didn’t seem that deep. They’d touched
bottom after a little over a minute. She’d felt the creatures driving their
legs into the muck at the bottom, adhering to the lake bed floor.


She’d struggled during the first
few minutes, but she’d found it a futile effort. The Breathers’ tentacles were
wrapped around her in overlapping diagonal laces that tightened in response to
any movement. It was like being stuck in a giant Chinese finger trap. Only eye
movements, flexed fingertips, and spoken commands allowed her any control over
her armor’s internal functions at all.


There was no way to call up for
help. Traditional radio waves couldn’t penetrate the thick brine, and extremely
low frequency communications of the kind used by submarines were a one-way
affair from the land. Ginormous transmitters weren’t
part of the typical security squaddie’s kit. 


But the liquid proved a fine
medium for ultrasound, and that was a capability her team’s armor had. Her
system’s transducer raised her voice above the range where humans could hear
and boomed her words straight through the Baghu tentacles
surrounding her. If the act caused the Breathers any discomfort, she couldn’t
tell — but anyone nearby with similar equipment would be able to hear and
decipher. She was a baby with a very noisy kick. 


It only took a few minutes for
her to determine that her whole squad was similarly trapped in the immediate
vicinity. Some were still straining against the Baghu.
She’d ordered them to stop and lie limp. The liquid pressure wouldn’t crack the
HardSHELs, but she didn’t want to chance a test
between the aliens’ strength and their units’ servos. One buckled plate could
burst a seam, inviting disaster.


No, they needed to think on the
problem. And they certainly had the time. Her onboard fresherpak,
a bladder loaded with nanoids that drew on the
armor’s energy to mimic photosynthesis, would extend her suit’s oxygen for
quite some time. Power was the real limiting factor — and another reason not to
struggle.


“They’ve got to eat sometime,”
Bridget said. 


“So do we,” called back Lopez-Herrera,
the squad medic.


Bridget knew as soon as she’d mentioned
food that it was a silly idea. Her suit’s live datalink
with the knowglobe was gone, but as a matter of
course she and her team had downloaded everything known about the species to
their personal systems. She’d reviewed it twice already — an impromptu study
session at the bottom of an alien lake — and now she reviewed it again, searching
the lines of text for anything helpful. Right now all she knew was that the Baghu could stay motionless down here indefinitely,
absorbing whatever it was they ate through their trunks. 


“Maybe we burn,” Dinner said, referring to
their last-ditch defense used sometimes against the Spore. “That’d make them
let go.”


“Then we’d be statues at the
bottom of the lagoon,” Bridget countered. Besides, she wasn’t too sure how well
the suits would handle the pressure afterward — or any retaliation by the
Breathers.


More importantly, the act would
likely kill their captors, and there were rules about that sort of thing.
Lorraine’s report said that no Baghu had ever been
seen to act in a hostile manner before. There was a first time for everything,
and this was certainly it — but mindless Spores aside, Bridget didn’t cross
trillions of miles to kill aliens.


If she could
help it.


Bridget could hear O’Herlihy nonchalantly whistling a tune. Just like him. “Any
ideas, Mike?”


“Just that old Phippsy must be laughing his ass off right now,” he said.


And despite their circumstances, Bridget
laughed. Years earlier, O’Herlihy and a friend had “borrowed”
power armor units and carried a portable restroom to the top of Mount Everest.
It was an old prank, but what was new was the fact that Coach Phipps, a lecher
who’d harassed students for years, was welded inside. That, and a lifetime of other
rash acts of chivalry, had led to O’Herlihy’s unemployability outside Bridget’s team. “So how long did it
take for them to rescue Phipps?” she asked.


“Long enough for him to put the
box to its intended use a few times,” O’Herlihy
answered.


“We may wind up with the
opportunity ourselves. Just stay calm, everybody. We’ll come up with something.
And don’t forget — Hiro’s still out there.”


A collective groan echoed over
the ultrasound receiver. Bridget was half expecting that reaction, but she
couldn’t be heard to join in. Her verbal head count had determined that Welligan’s troops weren’t in the soup with her. Would he
have the sense to do what he was trained to do in this situation? She hoped so,
but she wasn’t much more confident than her fellow prisoners.


She chewed on her lip. Think, woman. There’s got to be a way out! 


* * *


“Hey, guys! Knock it off!” The
volume on Jamie’s external speakers was set at maximum now, and he could easily
hear his translated voice booming in the Baghu’s
language. But if they could hear him over the din of their own gabble, he
couldn’t tell. His interface with the knowglobe was
still live, but there was nothing new to translate in the Baghu
cacophony. Just the same “We trade, we trade, we
trade.” That was it. Talking to the Breathers was as useless as trying to talk
to his own crew.


All at once the aliens’ demeanor
changed. Instead of waving their tentacles toward him, they windmilled
their arms wildly. Squawks became shrieks, and the sea of Breathers around the
fabricator heaved. A blaze of light cascaded across the aliens. Jamie looked
up.


The Indispensable! The team’s Prospector-type shuttle was in the air, descending
through the billowing chlorine fog. Retro thrusters glowing, the massive vessel
swung low over the crowd of aliens. Some dove back into the lagoon, but others
simply ran in circles. 


Its pilot evidently realizing the
crowd wasn’t going to disperse, the Indispensable
moved in toward the fabricator instead. The door to one of the bangboxes that made up the shuttle opened. The ship
descended to a point in midair just meters above and to the side of his
metallic perch. For a moment, Jamie feared being roasted by the rockets — but instead
the ship stopped its turn in exact alignment with the edge of the fabricator.
It dipped gently, leaving a long leap between him and the hatchway.


“Come on over,” he heard Geena Madaki say in his headset. 


“Lower and closer,” Jamie said.


“Not with those things on the
ground,” she said. “Jump for it!”


Jamie looked down. The Baghu were still there — and the arrival of the ship seemed
to have agitated the braver ones. Breathers were climbing over each other now,
clambering to reach him atop the device.


“Gah!”
Jamie said as a tentacle wrapped around his booted foot. He leapt into the air,
freeing himself from the creature. On touching down again, he made a bounding
leap for the ship.


Jamie reached out for the open
hatchway, even as Madaki chose that moment to bank Indispensable closer. Jamie’s chest
slammed against the bottom of the doorway, and his arms clawed for a handhold
inside the vehicle.


“I’ve got you!” said an occupant
from above. Lynn Stubek, one of the members of Welligan’s squad, locked onto his wrists. “Madaki, we’re clear!”


Jamie thought he heard the pilot
say something then, but his mind was in no position to process information. Indispensable lurched back over the mass
of Breathers and banked and rose, Jamie’s body still
hanging out of the vessel. He looked up at Stubek in
panic. But the woman had him tight in her servo-assisted grasp. Within seconds,
he was aboard — and panting for air on the floor of the shuttle.


“Welcome back,” Madaki called back from the pilot’s seat. “Seem to be
making a habit of hauling you away from trouble.”


Jamie looked at the monitor with
the feed from the shuttle’s underside. He thought the ground had vanished beneath
the fog for a moment, but on closer inspection he realized that what he was
looking at was a living carpet. It was as if the whole undersea population of Baghula had come up to see him off, both bobbing in the
lagoon and writhing on the beach.


Stubek helped him to Madaki’s side in the compartment. “Bridget’s team,” he
said, wheezing. “Pulled under—”


“Chief’s fine,” the dark-skinned
woman said. “I expect they’re all having a nice rest down there.” She looked
back at Jamie. “But our Hiro isn’t doing so well.
Check channel seven.”


Jamie had forgotten about Welligan. But he remembered quickly when he tuned his suit’s receiver — and heard frantic, confused
yelling and more of the blasts he’d heard before.


“That’s not good,” he said. His
eyes widened — and a thought occurred. Jamie didn’t want to be here: he’d made
that plain at every turn to anyone who’d listen. The security guys, meanwhile,
seemed to lap this stuff up — Bridget’s leaderly
reluctance notwithstanding. If Jamie hadn’t brought them here, they would have
been tussling with something somewhere. But Hiro Welligan hadn’t seemed like the typical muscle-brained
danger seeker. Was he here because he had to be, too?


Jamie looked again at the monitor
depicting the tsunami of Baghu. He gulped. “I guess
we should—”


“Already on my way,” Madaki said. She put Indispensable
into a roll, heading back toward the original landing site.


Jamie took a deep breath. “Thanks
for the pickup, I guess.”


“It’s not personal.” The pilot smiled
primly. “You’ve got the badge.”
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Like most expeditionary spacecraft
in the whirlibang era, Indispensable was a disappointment to model makers and others interested
in indexing the starships of the galaxy. It could look like darn near anything,
depending on the needs of the journey. While the current configuration linking
the two troop ’boxes, the “general store,” and the engine mount in a horizontal
chain was standard for most sales missions, the crew could attach practically
anything that came with them through the whirlibang.


In fact, Jamie had learned, the
only thing that gave the collection of shipping units its name was his presence.
Like an admiral transferring a flag, Jamie made any vessel he traded from Indispensable. It was a tough,
positive-sounding name, and he’d been pleased to get it: most of the other Quaestor trading ships followed the corporate policy of
reusing East India Company names, resulting in would-be professionals having to
call Constant Friend, Happy Entrance and Trades Increase
home.


Then Bridget had told him why the
name had survived on the list so long, unclaimed: the eighteenth-century Indispensable was a convict ship charged
with carrying prisoners to Australia. That is, when it wasn’t engaged in stabbing
whales, a barbaric practice banned decades earlier. The name had been another
joke on him by the members of Surge Sigma — but he hadn’t objected. He’d felt
like a prisoner during the whole ordeal since Venus.


Now, however, he was one of the
few members of the crew who was free. And it had dawned on him that with Chief
Yang out of contact, he might just be in charge. So why was Indispensable racing back toward the
mass of crazy aliens?


“Slow down!” he yelled, clutching
the back of Madaki’s pilot seat. He couldn’t see the
Breathers through the fog below, but the ship’s sensors had picked up no fewer
than a thousand charging inland. They had engulfed Indispensable’s original landing site and were now pursuing Welligan’s team into the uplands. And the shuttle was
heading right back into the fight. 


Looking out the forward viewport,
he could make out the mass of aliens on the move. His stomach started to crawl
up his throat. He could visualize how any landing might go: Baghu
swarming over the vessel, just as they had the fabricator. Thoughts of Welligan, of rescue, of anything,
fled from his mind. The blood drained from his face, and he felt his fingers
going numb. “Put…put us back over the lagoon,” he mumbled. 


“What?” Concentrating, Madaki didn’t look back.


Now he found his voice. “Put us
back over the lagoon!” Jamie yelled.


“Calm down, Jamie,” Madaki said. “If you’re hyperventilating, your suit will
add CO2. Just breathe.”


Jamie could only hear the creak
of the shuttle descending. “Bridgie’s
team. We get them back — they’ll deal with this!”


The pilot spoke in even tones. “We’re out of
contact with Bridgie’s team. I’ve got to make a decision.”


“I thought you said Yang’s squad
was fine!”


“I don’t think a bunch of slimies can kill my Bridget,” the older woman said. “But
I’ve got one squad under assault and another underwater. We save the one under
assault.”


Jamie sat down on the shuttle
floor as the ground below raced toward them. He tugged at his silly badge.
“Does this count for anything?”


“Don’t worry,” she said, smiling. “My
responsibility to you is to keep you clear of trouble, and I will.” She put the
vehicle into a steep decline.


Jamie cringed as Indispensable leveled off meters above
the surface and then turned its nose upward to match the slope of the hillside.
The shuttle was no helicopter or Coandăcar: it
was designed for short hops on-world, not aerobatics. Yet Madaki
was neatly following the contours of the land, not even grazing the snouts of
the ascending Baghu. 


O’Herlihy had told him that Madaki was flying space missions before he was born: she,
at least, had seemed competent. But Jamie had to wonder how typical these sorts
of scrapes were if they needed an ace in the first place. 


“Finally!” At the sound of Welligan’s voice in his headset, Jamie looked up The members of Surge Three — Welligan’s
squad within Bridget’s command — appeared as glowing figures on the shuttle’s
tactical display. 


Behind Jamie, Stubek — still
in her space suit, as he was — headed to the port hatchway and opened it. She
looked back to Jamie. “Get by the other airlock!”


The notion of removing the metal
barrier between him and Baghula’s denizens didn’t
interest Jamie at all. But after a moment’s hasty reflection, he decided he’d
rather have the guys with the guns inside with him. Cycling the hatchway, he
looked down at the windswept plateau. 


Clinging to the inside of the starboard
airlock’s external doorway, Jamie saw Welligan and
his other eight squad mates in a narrow circle facing outward and pointing
their rifles at the ground around them. Baghu were
charging up toward them, about to overrun their position.


“Ride’s here, people,” Welligan said, looking up at Indispensable and then back at the advancing wave of Breathers.
“We’re still on Regulation Three. Sonic bursts, ground sweep!”


At his command, the troopers
fired at the surface meters in front of them. Unseen energy jackhammered
against the ground sending wet dirt flying upward in clumps. The aliens skidded
to a stop, evidently startled. As a group, Welligan
and his companions began expanding their circle, clearing a Breather-free zone
large enough to admit the Indispensable.
The shuttle swung toward the surface. From her doorway, Stubek
fired sonic blasts from a large shipboard weapon over her fellow troopers’
heads. Her shots weren’t even moving dust at that range, but the sound kept the
Baghu from advancing as Welligan
and his team backed toward the ship.


Five surge team members entered the
airlock on Stubek’s side, and Jamie helped three
aboard on his. Welligan was the last to take Jamie’s
hand up. “I told you I’d send somebody.” The soldier smiled, but his spectral
hair was now white.


“Uh-huh.” Jamie didn’t even think
about the headcount and slammed the hatch closed. Before it finished cycling,
Jamie felt Indispensable lurch
heavenward. 


“Take us to sea,” Welligan called out to Madaki.
Then he looked at Jamie and exhaled. “Enjoying your trip so far?”


Jamie gestured toward Welligan’s rifle. “What was that sonic business down there?
You guys have tougher settings — I expected to see bodies everywhere!”


“It’s Quaestor’s
general orders for expedition security,” Welligan
said, undoing his helmet. “Regulation Three: Don’t kill the customers!”


Jamie sputtered. “These guys
aren’t customers! They’re trying to drown us!”


“It happens. I take it you’ve
never made cold calls before?”


* * *


“This is crazy,” Dinner said in
Bridget’s ear. “I’m willing to let them have the armor and swim for it.”


Bridget chuckled. True, Arbutus
was a world-class swimmer — but that method of escape required getting free to
start with. And they all knew that the brine wasn’t that hospitable — nor was the
air breathable once you got out of the lagoon.


Which made
Bridget think of something.
She was in intimate contact with the Baghu, after
all, with the tentacles smashed against her helmet. She’d noted the residue from
the leader’s “handshake” with Jamie earlier; now, her visual and spectrographic
sensors could get a really close look. And she really had nothing better to do
other than watch her armor’s power and oxygen waste away.


“Huh,” she said, looking at the
readout. There were concentrations she wasn’t expecting. She struggled to
remember her alien biochemistry lessons. 


She was working her way through
an onboard tutorial when she heard a faint whisper, not from any of the other
prisoners. For a moment, she thought the Baghu had
said something. But then it grew louder and clearer.


“Yeah, I heard it,” Bridget said into the transducer.
An extremely faint ultrasound signal was coming from somewhere above. A few
minutes of adjustments on her part improved the signal. A buoy had been dropped
into the lagoon above them, trailing a heavy sensor pack on a cable. Her team
was out of contact no longer: Indispensable
still existed.


“…okay down there?” Bridget could
barely make out Madaki’s voice.


“Just bumming around on the beach,”
Bridget replied. “Well, under the beach — and a ways out.” The colleagues quickly
compared notes on the situation topside and below. “How’s the team?” Bridget
asked.


“All secure, dear,” Madaki said. “As is your trader.” 


“Hello,” Bridget heard Jamie say.



“Hello.” Why does he have to be the one loud and clear?


“This isn’t my fault,” Jamie
said.


“Now, why would you think I would
think that? No, I’ve always wanted to spend the day at the bottom of a lake
getting hugged by aliens. Thank you.”


A pause. “You’re welcome.”


Bridget would’ve given anything
for enough range of motion to put her head in her hands. “Put Welligan on,” she said.


Hiro recounted the evacuation for
Bridget. They hadn’t harmed any Baghu, but he didn’t
see how they’d be able to avoid doing so if they needed to forcibly enter the
lagoon. “There’s a good line of them six or eight deep on the shore — and more
bobbing in the water. We were lucky we didn’t clock one when we dropped the
buoy.”


“We’ve got a couple of hours’
margin here,” Bridget said. “See what the Sheoruk
think. They’re back at their camp, I’d bet. Maybe they know something about how
the Baghu are acting. Maybe there was some etiquette
we blew — something we did to set them off.”


“And then?” Welligan
asked. “I mean, what if that doesn’t work?”


“Then you extract us however you
have to. Just don’t let them get close to you with those tentacles.”


“Only one way
to prevent that.”



“I know,” Bridget said somberly.
“Surge One out.” Then, having had a thought, she signed back on for a postscript.
“And don’t let Jamie piss off Lorraine again!”
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Night never fell at this location
on Baghula’s surface, and it seemed to Jamie that the
planet’s natives never slept, either. Three hours had passed since the aliens
went berserk, and their endurance seemed without limit. 


Jamie had been known for his
stamina on the trading desk. Sleeping was overrated when one market on Earth or
another was always open. He’d driven brokers on the Ops floor to distraction by
banging his cowbell at all hours, proclaiming his trading successes. Now all he
wanted in life was to stay in the passenger seat of Indispensable and never move again. 


But everyone else aboard was in
motion. Madaki had parked the shuttle safely away
from the stampeding Baghu hordes on a quiet mesa — and
that had been the cue, evidently, for Welligan’s team
to begin rushing about the vessel. Some of the troopers were adjusting their
weapons. Others were fiddling with crates from stowage holding metal tubes
Jamie had never seen before. Some kind of ordnance, he imagined. 


Boots off and
helmet in his lap, Jamie felt like he was watching one of his immerse-goggle
sitcoms. He
was physically there, but he wasn’t a participant. That was fine by him. He
yawned.


“Glad to see you can keep a cool
head,” Lynn Stubek said from her seated position at
the communications panel.


“Somebody has to.” He opened his
eyes and forced a smile. With buzz-cut red hair, Stubek
was one of the youngest members of Surge Sigma — and one of the few that hadn’t
given him a hard time yet.


“I’ll wake you up if I need the
rest of my squad killed,” she said.


“Roger.” Well, there goes that. He directed his attention to her viewscreen, which was filled with static. “You still
haven’t raised the Sheoruk expedition?”


Stubek shook her head. “They’re
reporting the same crazy business we are. The Sheoruk
rolled for their lives as soon as the Baghu started
moving. They’re locked in their compound now, but the Breathers have knocked
down their external transmitter.”


“I didn’t think they were that
intelligent,” Jamie said.


“I didn’t say they were. I think
they’re just running around and knocking stuff over.” She worked a control.
“Wait,” she said. “I’ve got something.”


A wave of revulsion gripped Jamie
as he saw the image on the screen. Pulsating nodules of red
and brown soaking in a blood-colored sauce. It looked like a close-up of
someone’s abdominal surgery. “Eww!” he said. “What
the hell is that?”


“That’s the biologist you met
earlier,” Stubek replied. “Lorraine.” 


“No, no,” Jamie said, standing up
before the monitor. Going in for a closer look was a mistake, and he
immediately backed off. “Lorraine was a big wheel thing. That’s just gross—”


“You’ve got your space suit, I’ve
got mine,” Lorraine said over the communication system’s speakers. It was the
same feminine voice he’d heard earlier — but now it was coming from a greasy
blob, burbling pus from folds of flesh. 


Jamie forced down a swallow. That’s our stewardess? No wonder Pan Am went
under!


Lorraine’s voice had lost its
lilt. “Really, I don’t know why the humans decided to send such an insensitive
being to work with other races.” The mass on the screen quivered. “And I don’t
know what you said to those fine, peaceful creatures out—”


“Hey, those peaceful creatures
were trying to kill me!” Jamie slapped his chest with his hand. It had been a
long enough day already, and he wasn’t going to take
insults from something that looked like the middle of an oyster. 


Lorraine’s form rumbled back and
forth, sacs quivering with what even Jamie could interpret as anger. “Now, listen here, you — you — human!
I’ve been here for seven years. And never in that time have I seen the Baghu agitated in this manner!” Alien organs blushed a furious red. “They’ve been swarming our camp,
looking for you! You must have done
something!”


“I showed them a teddy bear,”
Jamie said, still not believing the episode. “They ate it.”


Lorraine paused for several
seconds — doubtless, Jamie thought, checking in with her knowglobe
to see what a teddy bear was. Her next comment, a calmer one, confirmed it.
“Interesting fellow, this Teddy Roosevelt,” she said. “He seems to have had
great respect for other species — unlike some humans. I should like to learn more
about him.”


“Whatever,” Jamie said. “But
before you get down to watching full episodes of Zazzy the Zoobear, tell me what they want. Our
people are in trouble!”


The Sheoruk waggled
in something like a shrug. “I’ve never known them to want anything. Their lagoon teems with food, although we’ve never
studied their digestive cycle.” Lorraine paused. “But they do seem to prefer
some of the dried sponges on the beach. Perhaps your Zazzy
bears are just the right composition for their palates.”


“They offered to give me what was
under the water,” Jamie said. “What’s down there?”


“Nothing. They’ve said as much before — they
have nothing of value down there at all.” 


Lorraine paused again, apparently
thinking. Jamie had had an easy time imagining a persona for Lorraine back when
she was a mystery figure in a wheel, but now, strangely, he was becoming
accustomed to talking to a picture of an appendectomy. I’ve got to get out of this place, he thought for the hundredth
time.


“Things under
the water!”
Lorraine repeated. “It’s a strange thing for them to say. Are you sure the Baghu said it?”


“Repeatedly!”


“And Chief Yang — has she seen
anything down there?”


“She can’t,” Welligan
said, snapping a power pack into his rifle as he walked up. “Look, we’re about
out of time. I need to know what’s waiting for us down there.”


“We don’t have any idea about the
Baghu community beneath the surface,” Lorraine said. “They’re
protective of their privacy. They don’t let anyone go farther out than wading
on the shore. We haven’t made any attempts to go down there.”


“They’re hiding something?” Welligan asked.


“More like they’re — well, I don’t
know how to put it. Ashamed of something, is more like it.”


“You’re a research team,” Jamie
said. “Haven’t you sent down a probe?”


The glob shook. “Would you like an alien probe poking around
where you live?”


“No,” Jamie said. That was an
entirely different nightmare.


“But wait,” Lorraine said. “Are
you intending to enter the water yourselves?”


“Looks like we’re going to have
to,” Welligan said. “We don’t want to.”


Lorraine paused. “No, I don’t
think you do,” she said. “But be aware of this: I don’t know how the Baghu will react to your incursion. And I don’t know what
level of force you can apply without harming one. No one has ever tried. We
don’t know what your weapons will do — and we don’t know what they will do in
response.” The Sheoruk’s strange form glistened with
moisture. “You could bring on a calamity on a planetary scale.”


Welligan nodded,
his expression grave. It jolted Jamie, who had never seen the man looking
serious before. “I’m aware of that,” Welligan said.
“But we don’t have any other choice.”


Lorraine seemed to go limp. “I…I
understand. The Sheoruk cannot stop you. But I
implore you, use mercy.” 


“Mercy,” Jamie said. He snorted.
“I don’t think they understand that.”


“That’s just because you don’t
share the same frame of reference, trader,” Lorraine said. “But every living
being functions because of one thing: logic. Something makes their parts move. Something makes them behave as they do. If you don’t understand
what they’re up to, it’s not because they’re illogical. It’s because you’re not
thinking like a Baghu.”


“Thanks for the help,” Jamie
said, not meaning it. He really didn’t see any similarities between himself and
a bunch of walking stomachs. 


Unless, of
course, they too were feeling nauseated right now.
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In her years as part of the
expedition’s surge team, Geena Madaki
had been like a mother to Bridget. Or grandmother — it was hard to tell any
human’s age anymore. All Bridget knew was the soothing voice over the
ultrasound receiver sounded like home.


“We’re coming for you, Bridget.
You sit tight.”


“That will not be a problem,”
Bridget said. 


It had been for some of her
comrades, some of whom had wasted power trying to wrest free. Bridget hated
feeling helpless, too, but she seldom thought she actually was helpless — including now. She’d been reviewing the Sheoruk researchers’ notes on the Baghu
and their lagoon, and the tentacles before her face were as good as a tissue
sample for her armor’s instruments. She just needed time to put it all
together.


And that time was running low.
“Ten minutes,” Dinner said. His reserves were lowest.


“We’ll be there,” Madaki said. “I’m putting Surge Three on the beach now.”


Bridget inhaled deeply. Here goes nothing, she thought.


* * *


If Welligan
was nervous about being all that was left to save his chief’s squad, Jamie
thought the man was doing a good job of hiding it. His hair was, too. Inside
his helmet, Hiro’s mop was a cool cinnamon, the EndoSys nanoids altering his
follicles’ pigment to reflect his mood. 


Jamie’s space suit was fully on
again. The port and starboard airlocks on the two personnel ’boxes that were
part of Indispensable were open. Two
gunners were stationed in each one. Behind the troops in each doorway was a
portable turbine the size of a suitcase.


“Pilot’s going to bring us in at
ten meters and do a three-hundred-sixty-degree turn,” Welligan called out. “We hit the landing area with sonics — hit ’em directly if we
have to. If they won’t budge, switch to nitros and
put some rounds into them. We’ve already seen the pulse weapons don’t faze ’em.”


Eyes wide, the trooper looked
back at Jamie. “You’re gonna want to stay inside,
Jamie. We don’t know what gases are in those Breathers. For all we know,
they’ll go up like grenades.”


Jamie nodded. He wasn’t planning
on going near the exits — or even watching from the front. Welligan
was going to open a landing spot on the beach and then tear a path down into
the lagoon. Indispensable’s sensors
had mapped enough of the body of liquid to reveal a sloping approach down into
the undersea realm. Welligan’s team would simply walk
underwater toting the turbines. They would use them to reach the captives — and
to help bring back anyone they freed.


There would likely be a big mess
on the water afterward. Jamie didn’t want to see it.


“Jamie Sturm!”


Jamie looked back. From the
controls of Indispensable, Madaki looked urgently back to him. “I’m hearing Bridget
through the buoy. She wants to talk to you!”


His eyes widened. “Me?”


“Patch into Channel five sixty!”


Jamie touched the number on his
wrist. “Yang?” he asked.


“Jamie!” Bridget’s voice was
faint. “They do have something to trade!”


“What?” Jamie had forgotten all
about the trading mission.


“I was right. They do have
something to trade, but they don’t think so. You have to talk to them again!”


Jamie’s head swam. “But they did
say they had something. You’re not making any sense.”


“Just shut up and listen!
Remember—”


The connection went silent.


“Remember?” Jamie asked.
“Remember what?”


Madaki looked back and shook her head,
sadly. “Her suit power’s too low. Either that or they’ve smashed the buoy.”


From his position in the port
airlock where he’d been listening, Welligan slapped
the wall. “That’s it, then. Bring us down, Geena.
Weapons live!”


Bewildered, Jamie shook his head.
His eyes searched the shuttle — and found the monitor showing the feed from below
Indispensable. There was the throng
of Baghu, bigger than ever. Stomping stomachs
bustling all around the fabricator. But they hadn’t destroyed it, he noticed.
Much less moved it.


He had a thought. Quickly, he searched
his suit’s recorder for the encounter.“We will trade you the things under the water,”
the Breather had said. It repeated it again more slowly, and the human voice it
was translated into spoke with seeming passion.“We will trade. We will!”


Jamie cued it ahead — and listened
to the Baghu calls from once he climbed atop the
device. “We trade. We trade. We trade!”


He thought back on Lorraine’s
words about thinking like a Baghu. 


Could
it really be that simple?


Jamie bolted forward and grabbed Welligan’s arm, stopping the trooper in mid-countdown. “Stop! You’ve got to get me to the fabricator!”


Welligan rolled his eyes. “I know you’ve
got some money problems, but I think we’re going to have to write this mission
off.”


“No, I mean it,” Jamie said. He
pulled again at his arm. “You get me down there!”


“Jamie, I can’t—”


“Yes, you can,” Jamie said,
wedging himself into the narrow space remaining inside the airlock. He grabbed
at his badge. “I’m the trader. While the trade mission’s on, you work for me.
And I say it’s on!”


Hiro looked at him, amazed. Then he
turned and called out to his teammates on the opposite side. “Stand down,” he
said. He looked back to Madaki. “Can you put us down
on the fabricator?”


“It’s where I picked him up
from,” the pilot said. “Round trips are my specialty.”


Indispensable lifted away from the intended
landing site and hovered above the fabricator. Welligan
stepped inside the open airlock door with Jamie, who clutched the ship for dear
life.


This
is crazy, he
thought, seeing the mad mass of aliens around. There was still time to change
his mind, he thought — but instead he looked at Welligan
and pointed down to where he needed to go. Welligan,
hair flame red, nodded — and shoved.


Jamie’s boots hit the roof of the
fabricator with a thud. A tentacle from below lashed at him, and he slipped. Welligan landed on the other side of him, in perfect
position to stop his fall. The trooper brought his rifle low and fired a sonic
blast over the crowd closest to the fabricator’s side. It scattered the creatures
for only a moment — but that was all the time Jamie needed. He heaved himself off
the fabricator and onto the muddy surface below. Seeing the Breathers starting
to close in again, he turned and fell against the device.


It was the correct side. He found
the manual override and punched the button.


A teddy bear, already
manufactured earlier, popped from the slot at his side. In an instant, the
alien wave halted.


“I trade,” Jamie said, his
announcement echoing in the Baghu language. He looked
to the Breather closest to him. “I trade,” he said again.


The alien sniffed at the stuffed
animal with its snout. Was it the leader Jamie had talked to in the beginning?
Who could tell? All the trader knew was at that
moment, the creature barked something even Lorraine’s vocabulary database
couldn’t translate.


And the mob fell still.


“Something’s happening,” Madaki said over the audio linkup. Indispensable was still hovering overhead. “Something’s happening
in the lagoon!”


The Baghu
waddled away from the fabricator, leaving Jamie an open path to the shoreline.
Jamie looked up at Welligan, still atop the device,
covering him. Hiro nodded. “I think they want you to
take a look,” he said.


Mystified at the scene — and amazed
that he might be right — Jamie walked with the stuffed Zazzy
through a corridor of Breathers. At the lake’s edge, he looked out to see a
clear spot, free of bobbing Baghu, near where the buoy
had been dropped.


And a moment later he saw Arbutus
Dinner break the surface of the brine, propelled upward by his Baghu captors. Captors that now carried him gently to the
shore, before releasing him.


The big man looked green. Jamie
stepped up to him — and turned back to face the Baghu
who’d made the sounds earlier. “You gave me the thing under the water. So I
trade.” He passed the bear to the alien — and at once tentacles went up all
across the beach. The Baghu whooped, jubilantly, as
the leader thrust the stuffed toy high — before swallowing it, whole.


“We trade,” said other Baghu, more calmly.


“Not yet,” Jamie said, kneeling
beside Dinner. “Welligan!”


The squad leader was already on
the move, hopping off the fabricator. Welligan dashed
over and cleared a landing area at the water’s edge. The
Breathers moved back, suddenly pliable. In moments, Dinner was back
aboard the Indispensable, receiving
emergency care.


Jamie ran back to the fabricator
and cycled it again. Another bear — and another member of Bridgie’s squad surfacing from below. He kept the
machine operating at peak speed, worrying only that it would run out of
whatever it made the bears from.


Welligan stood by Jamie, watching now in
wonderment as the team members reunited. “Teddy bear ransom!”


“No,” Jamie said. “Trading — Baghu style.” He looked
out at the aliens as his machine churned. “They didn’t think they had anything to
trade with — so they grabbed something they thought we wanted — our own people!” He
recalled what he’d heard in the recording. “Before they grabbed our people,
they were saying they were willing to
trade. Once they had them, they said they were ready — but I didn’t get it.” 


“Crazy!”


“Yeh.”
He pulled a final bear from the fabricator. “That’s it,” he said. “That’s all
we’ve got.”


“That’s all we need — Bridgie’s the last one down there.” Welligan
opened a panel on the fabricator and turned a handle. With a whir, the sides of
the massive device opened like petals, revealing its mechanical innards. The
transformation seemed to puzzle the nearby Breathers. Welligan
took the stuffed animal from Jamie and smiled. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to
be the one that saves the chief.”


“If you feel you really must,”
Jamie said. He sat down on the sand and tried to remember how to breathe.


* * *


Walking up from the dark water,
Bridget felt something like an ancient deity — only a goddess who’d lost her
rifle. She saw what she expected when she emerged. With the fabricator cracked
open, the Baghu had lost interest and dispersed.
There were no more tasty bears inside.


She spied Jamie standing on the
shore. He’d found his battered briefcase and menu and was receiving accolades
from the troopers preparing to move the fabricator to the shuttle. Approaching
him, she moved her gloved hand — and what it held — behind her back.


The trader looked at the dripping
armored woman and smirked. “While you’ve been lounging around in the pool, I
was saving the day.” Jamie eagerly explained his theory, omitting any
suggestion that he had gotten the idea from her. She let him.


“Oh, I don’t doubt you were
right,” she said when he finished. “The Baghu didn’t
think they had anything to sell, so they stole us. They’ve never traded in the
history of their race — they probably didn’t get that stealing was wrong.” She
raised an eyebrow at Jamie. “There are some civilized
races that don’t get it.”


“Hey!”


Bridget smiled curtly. “But you
didn’t get to hear what I figured out,” she said. “Here.”
She pulled her hand from behind her back and presented Jamie what she had found
in the water: a rocky mineral lump the size of a grapefruit.


“What’s this?” Jamie said,
looking it over.


“Breather dung.”


“Gah!”
Jamie dropped it immediately.


“I thought you loved money,” she
said. “That there is probably worth a hundred thousand dollars on its own.” She
reminded him of the gold flecks from the Breather’s tentacle. “Between the
water composition down there and the close look I got at the Baghu holding me, my onboard computer was able to make a
guess at the species’ body chemistry.” She knelt and picked up the nodule. “Pseudo
feces, just like a mollusk puts out. The brine at the bottom is thick with gold
chloride, among other things. Highly soluble — and it winds up in the Baghu, where it turns into these.” 


She shook herself off. “Once they
let me go, I stayed down long enough to see hundreds of the things all over the
lake floor.” 


Bridget tossed the dripping ball
back into Jamie’s hands. He bobbled it but caught it this time. “Yecch!” he
said. But he didn’t drop it.


Bridget started walking toward Indispensable. “That’s what I meant when
I said they had something to trade — but they didn’t think they did. To them these things are nothing — something to be
ashamed of. I think maybe that’s why they were so private about the lake. Hard
to invite visitors in when you’re living in your own filth.” She stood in the
doorway and looked back at him. “I think having all these down there was even
making them sick. So they desperately want to trade.”


Jamie looked back at the
Breathers and nodded. “All right,” he said. “I’ll write a contract.”


“You can clean up somebody else’s
mess for a change,” Bridget said, stepping into the vessel. She thought for a
moment about adding how one person’s crap was another person’s treasure — but,
remembering how badly she wanted to pee somewhere other than in her armor, she
decided to call it a day.
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The Dragon’s Depot was really
taking shape, Bridget thought. She and her team had returned to Sigma Draconis from Baghula to find the
cavernous Shaft at the station’s center beginning to look like what it was
supposed to be: a shipping terminus. 


She’d once visited a century-old
automobile delivery silo at Autostadt in Germany.
This looked like a zero-gravity version of that: ring after ring of storage
receptacles on the inside walls of the cylindrical Shaft. Bangboxes
imported from the whirlibangs would stay here,
plugged securely in, waiting for their next destinations. 


The first batch of inventory was already in,
relocated from ASPEC. It filled barely a twentieth of the storage space: the
Dragon’s Depot was that large. Some of it would be leaving soon. Now that the
trail had been blazed and the deal had been brokered, Administrator Falcone’s fulfillment crews would be taking material to Baghula to start Earth’s first interstellar teddy bear
factory. The trade would make a sizable profit for the expedition, and the Zazzy rights holders would surely wonder where all the
sudden licensing money was coming from.


And the outer levels of the
northern drum were beginning to look livable. Bridget complimented Trovatelli as their tour ended. “You’ve been busy,” she
said.


“Sounds like you had some
excitement,” the technician responded.


“Nothing we couldn’t handle. But
we could have used our Q/A. If you’re done here, I want you on the next
mission.”


Trovatelli seemed apprehensive. “I was
hoping to spend some more time studying our squatters.” 


Bridget shook her head. She
hadn’t forgotten about the armored intruders, but a surge team needed its
engineer. “Bring the data you’ve collected — you can review it on the trip.”


If Trovatelli
was disappointed, she covered it well, giving Bridget a jaunty salute before
heading off. Bridget turned and walked into the trading hall, beyond which Falcone’s chosen office lay. Bridget slowed her approach as
she heard raised voices inside.


“…how serious this is, Falcone. Everyone in the company is watching!”


“Relax, Bouchard. You’ll have
another heart attack,” Falcone said from behind his
desk. He spotted Bridget outside and waved her in. Bridget quietly found a wall
to lean against.


“I can’t relax,” René Bouchard
said. The balding auditor was just in from Quaestor’s
offices back home. “There’s a hundred billion dollars in inventory that went to
your surge team’s warehouse. A hundred billion requisitioned — everything from
accordions to zirconium!” The Quebecer’s voice cracked with indignation. “What
was it doing there?”


Falcone didn’t answer. His eyes locked
momentarily with Bridget’s — and Bouchard noticed. “You!” he said, waving his
handheld isopanel at her. “What the hell did you do
with seven metric tons of guacamole?”


Bridget shrugged. “We were
planning a party?”


Bouchard’s white eyebrows shot up — and
then he turned and slammed the isopanel on the desk.
“We told you not to hire her! She’s
already a public relations disaster. And now — this!”


Falcone clasped his hands together. “I
told you, René. There’s just been a clerical error—”


“A damned big
error! Your
expedition is responsible for the return of that material.” He looked around
the office. “Does it even exist? We know the Spore struck the Altair barracks.
The material’s gone, isn’t it? Digested!”


“Nonsense,” Falcone
said, wiping his nose. “The material went to us, yes — for whatever reason. But
we shipped it all out again when the Spore threatened—”


“Where? He grabbed the isopanel back. “Tell me where the goods are, then.”


“Other star
systems. Other depots. I can’t tell you just now — we’re just settling
in. But it’ll all be accounted for at the end of the quarter, I guarantee.” He
pocketed his handkerchief and stood. “I don’t know why we had all that
merchandise — I’m still investigating that. But we got it all safely out, and
we’ll get it back here soon. Then you can have it.” He raised an eyebrow. “Or
you can let us sell it. Sigma Draconis is going to be a big earner for the company!”


Bouchard laughed. “A base on the edge of nothing! What kind of sales do you
really expect to—”


“One of our new traders has just
brought back a lucrative new contract,” Falcone said.
He stood by Bouchard’s chair. “It’s going to be a great quarter.”


The auditor looked up at him, newly
suspicious. “What new trader?” He touched a key on his isopanel.
“What’s his license number?”


“I don’t have access to my files
just yet — as I said, we’re still settling in.” Falcone
forced a smile. “Really, René — one old goat to another.
It’ll be fine. Just let me get things sorted out here.”


The auditor stood. “A hundred billion dollars, Leo.”


“Fine, I tell you.” Falcone slapped Bouchard’s shoulder and guided him out the
door. 


When he turned back inside,
alone, Bridget was standing near a counter. “That was close,” she said.


“They’ll get closer,” Falcone grumbled. “We need to get your people moving again,
pronto.” He looked at her. “Does Sturm have the dossier on the next stop?”


“I gave it to him,” she said. “I
have no idea if he read it.” The man made no sense to her. Jamie knew the
stakes — he was the reason they were there, after all! — and yet as far as she could
tell, he still hadn’t bought in on the urgency of the mission. Yes, he’d crowed
about his sales success on Baghula — naturally omitting
mention of his panic attack on the shuttle, which Stubek
had described for her. But when Bridget had told him another mission was coming
up, Jamie had looked at her as if she’d put a bullet between his eyes.


Conniving and a coward. She didn’t have any use for
that.


And yet there was that report
from Welligan that Jamie had acted to save the Baghu from being killed. Where did that fit in? He probably only did it so he could make the sale, she
thought. Was doing the right thing accidentally still doing the right thing? 


She wasn’t going to figure it out
now. She began walking out of the office, pausing only to gesture to a potted
object on a counter. “Cute little tree,” she said of the miniature sapling. “Looks like it needs water.” 


“It came with the office,” Falcone said, shrugging. “Now let’s find your trader before
Bouchard does!”


* * *


Jamie sat on the stool at the bar
and watched the world go by. The bartender and the manager were bickering
again, and occasionally the curly-headed barmaid would amble past and sneer at
him. They had never actually served him a drink, but he’d been going there to
unwind since his midteens.


“Where the hell is he?” he heard Falcone say somewhere outside the front door.


“If anyone asks, I’m not here,”
he mumbled. No one at the bar took note, but then, they didn’t exist. Jamie
turned up the volume on his immerso unit, shutting
the world out. 


Holography outside a solid medium
had never progressed very far, but isopanels were in
use everywhere. Tiny processors inside them made still or moving images appear
within transparent polymer sheets. When used in armor faceplates or eyeglasses,
isopanels could insert images that appeared to the
viewer’s eyes as part of the real-world setting outside.


That was good enough for armor
duty and the odd person-to-person call, but Hollywood had taken things a step
farther with the immersos. Old two-dimensional entertainments
had been converted into three-dimensional environments, with some programmed to
integrate the viewer into the action. Jamie preferred the old classics. He’d
been lucky to find a fully loaded immerso headset in
his sales goods; it had most of the programs that helped him turn his mind off
and relax. Virtual
unreality.


Reality, sadly, returned. “Here
he is,” Bridget said, leading Falcone through the
door. She saw Jamie wearing the goggles. “Oh, Lord. Where are you now?”


“I’m in a bar in Boston in the
twentieth century,” he said. “There’s a mailman pontificating near where you’re
standing.”


“Who are you?”


“I’m the wisecracking
stockbroker.”


“Creative casting,” Falcone said. “Now get that thing off.”


Jamie sighed. The immerso unit neatly integrated real and unreal things — you
didn’t want to trip over a real chair while lurking in a Korean War operating
theater — and as he removed it, Bridget remained, but the actors disappeared. His
bar was once again the food prep table in the back room of a space station’s
kitchen.


“How long have you been hiding
out here?” Bridget asked, growing agitated.


“Not long enough. This was the
only place with stools,” he said. “Don’t sit on that one,” he warned, pointing.
“Norm gets testy.”


Bridget looked flustered. “We
don’t have time for this. You’re supposed to be going over the briefing for the
next mission!”


Jamie looked back at her blankly.
“I read it.” He looked at the digital display on his hand. “Took
me — oh, eight minutes and a few seconds.”


“The whole
file?”
Bridget sputtered. “And the financial data?”


“That was the few seconds,” Jamie
said. “Relax. Auction on Leel, got it. I’ve got all the
angles memorized.”


“You’d damn well better hope so,
hotshot!” Falcone said. 


“Nice to see you, too, Leo.”
Jamie slid off the stool and pocketed the headset and goggles. He hadn’t seen Falcone since he returned. “I figured you’d want to
congratulate me about Baghula.”


“I’ve been too busy cleaning up the
rest of your mess,” the administrator said. “And one sale isn’t going to get us
anywhere.”


“And you kind of blundered into
that one,” Bridget piped in.


Jamie glared. “You weren’t
exactly much help,” he said. He turned on Falcone,
remembering the list of grievances he’d compiled since Altair. After Baghula, he recalled his arrival on Sigma Draconis. “She left me alone with Welligan
when we got to the depot — and when they
ditched me, that was when the aliens got me!”


“Aliens?” Falcone
shook his head. “Your Q/A said they were humanoid. Squatters. I’ve seen the video—”


“I met them,” Jamie said,
flustered. “These things were brutes. I don’t know what they were, but human
they weren’t.” He spied Trovatelli passing through
the hallway outside the door. Jamie pointed. “Hey, she believed me!”


“Don’t drag me into this,” the
Q/A said, ducking past. A second later Michael O’Herlihy
entered, making a beeline for a refrigeration unit and gathering up an armload
of packaged food.


“I’m losing my bar,” Jamie said,
sadly.


“You’re going to lose more than
that.” Falcone stuck a finger in his face. “I’ve got
an auditor from Quaestor here. I can’t keep this
cover-up going unless you get us more cash flow — now!”


Jamie flinched. “I just got
back!”


“And you’re just about to leave
again.” Falcone turned on Bridget. “And you had
better stow the disdain and help this guy out this time, or we’re all done.”


Bridget objected. “Leo, he’s
antagonizing everyone we meet! He’s no salesman—”


“And you’re no bodyguard,” Jamie
snapped. “Unless you call nearly getting yourself drowned protecting me.”


“Drowned?” Slightly taller than
the trader, Bridget glowered down at him. “I wasn’t in any danger at all. And
neither were you, if you’d kept your mouth—”


“Enough!” Falcone pointed to the exit. “I
want you all off my station within the hour. You’ve just got time to make the
auction at Mu Cassiopeiae — if you’ll shut up and
move!”


He turned and stormed out. 


O’Herlihy leaned against the wall, chewing
on a sausage stick. “Don’t need an immerso around
here with this floor show going on.”



Bridget sighed in aggravation. “Fine. Mike, round everyone up. We’ve got a job to do.” She
turned toward the door.


“Try to actually do it this time,
Yang!” Jamie yelled at the back of her head. “I’d like to actually get home one
day!”


She stopped in the doorway and
looked back, eyes frosty. “I can send you back to Earth at any time. In a body bag.”


O’Herlihy guffawed as she vanished. “She
got you!”


“Oh, shut up,” Jamie growled. “Go
back to stuffing your face. You’ll need the energy when she screws up again.
Maybe you’ll all be buried alive this
time.”


The soldier chucked his garbage
into the incinerator and sauntered back through the kitchen. He paused long
enough to loom over Jamie. “I’d be careful there, Wall Street.”


Jamie didn’t budge. “What, are
you gonna play big brother now?”


“No,” O’Herlihy
said, walking to the exit. “Bridgie can take care of
herself.” He paused in the doorway, looked down the hallway and smirked. “You
know, she killed her last boyfriend.”


“I’m sure he didn’t die with a
smile on his face,” Jamie sputtered. “Or maybe he did — if it meant getting away
from her!”
 

“I don’t know about the smile,” O’Herilhy said, his face serious. “They couldn’t find the
guy’s face after the bullets went through.”


Jamie blinked. O’Herlihy turned and left.


They’re
such liars, he
thought, reaching for his goggles. I’m
going back to the bar.
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The being floated on the frigid
air, looking not much more substantial than the plastic bags Jamie’s dry cleaning
came wrapped in. Only this plastic bag was intelligent, or so he’d been told. Another day, another system, another freak of evolution. It
was becoming strangely routine for Jamie.


Mu Cassiopeiae
was his fourth strange star since leaving Earth — fifth, if he counted the paired
subdwarf wheezing its last in the distant reaches of
the system. Leel was the only body of significance
around the main star, and even that he found debatable. The almost-comet ice ball
hurtled along on its oblong orbit, with its natives coming out to trade only
when it approached perihelion. 


And such natives! Looking more
closely, Jamie could see a hint of color in the drifting pouch as it headed for
the icy rostrum. Brain? Organs?
What it ate for breakfast? He had no way of knowing. He’d consumed the financial
data, just as he’d said. But his eyes always glazed over in exobiology class,
and they’d done so again after they gave him the jacket on Leel.
It was enough to know that, the Signatory powers knew plenty about the Leelites and their proclivities — as compared to the Baghu, which they knew little about. The Leelites were regarded as possibly the most harmless
species ever to achieve sentience. He’d hit that part in the dossier and gone
back to his immerso.


Still, being in the actual place
was just another in a series of strange experiences. Jamie shivered as he
looked up in the ice cave. The system in his SoftSHEL
space suit immediately responded, warming him. It didn’t help. The place was
enormous — almost a coliseum in crystal, with a massive star-shaped light fixture
at the top. Wouldn’t the place crack open like an egg once the body approached its
sun?


Bridget and her teammates didn’t
seem worried. Her fellow troops were scattered across the frozen floor,
admiring the architecture. They were in their lighter armor today, carrying
their rifles but not expecting trouble. She’d brought the B team to guard the
ship this time, led by Victor Gideon, a tall African man who hadn’t said a word
to Jamie ever. 


Also outside with Indispensable was the lovely Lissa Trovatelli. Jamie hated
being here, but he was glad she was along.


But while the icy atrium seemed
to be designed to host hundreds — or thousands, if you were a floating garbage
bag — the humans were the only visitors here. “Didn’t Falcone
say this was an auction?”


“You don’t read,” Bridget said,
shaking her head. “This is the Leel market. It opens
only once a decade.” She pointed to the aperture at the far wall, behind the
rostrum. Several other Leelites floated from it into
the big room. “Those are the dignitaries, I think. It’s a big deal.”


“It doesn’t look like it.” Jamie
vaguely knew that the Leelites produced something,
but he didn’t know what. 


“Just listen,” Bridget said.


The first wispy being he’d seen,
after consulting with the other creatures, floated up to a podium. A knowglobe sat next to it, identical to the one O’Herlihy and the humans had brought in. 


“Greetings, gentle beings,” the
alien said. “I am Vremian, your auctioneer.” Jamie
didn’t hear the Leelite’s words — while the place was
pressurized, the aliens communicated through some other manner — but his audio
system translated, giving Vremian the voice of a posh
British butler.


Vremian waggled one of his hanging
shreds in their direction. “I hope you’ve all had the chance to look around and
enjoy Leel and its many amenities.”


Jamie whispered. “It’s an ice
cave!”


“Hush,” Bridget said. “He’s proud
of his home.”


“And I’m so pleased to see the
turnout for this season’s auction,” Vremian
continued. “My people have spent a long time crafting wares for this event. I’m
sure this will be our most successful market day ever!”


Jamie looked around, unsure if he
was missing something. “It’s just us!”


Bridget stomped on his foot.
Jamie didn’t feel it through his suit, but he got the message. 


Vremian waited for a full minute, as if
expecting someone else to arrive. When no one did, the Leelite’s
wispy streamers went into motion again, and the great light above grew dim.


“Look!” Bridget said, pointing to
the floor. 


Jamie looked at the image that was
projected there. “Looks like a totem pole.”


“That,” Vremian
said, “is Leel’s specialty, for which we are known
throughout the Orion Arm. In the rings of every transit station you’ll find
superconductor columns like these. And yet not like these — because Leelite columns are crafted by talented artisans, lovingly
etched by our appendages. The work of an entire race, locked away from the
outside world for all but one day each orbital cycle.” His sales pitch reached
its crescendo. “It’s no wonder that so many other species wait for this date,
traveling far to participate in the our famous
auction!”


Jamie looked around. He was still
the only buyer there. 


From the stage, he heard what
almost sounded like an uncomfortable cough from one of the other Leelites.


“This is nuts!” Jamie whispered.


“This is Leel,”
Bridget said. She rolled her eyes. “I actually read the report from the last
people who participated. It gets stranger from here.”


Vremian waited a long time before
continuing. “All right, the big moment is here. We’ll start with the
eight-meter models. We have nineteen for sale. As always, bids are denominated
in tons of bauxite.”


“That, we’ve got,” Bridget whispered.
Indispensable was a two-by-two-by-two
cube this time, including seven ’boxes of the stuff.


“They probably burn it for
warmth,” Jamie said.


“I’ll start the bidding at one
ton,” Vremian said. “Please, all of you, speak clearly, and not all at once.”


Jamie looked around again. Still
no one else there — but Vremian seemed not to be aware
of the fact at all. Did Leelites have eyes?


“One ton,” Vremian
said. “Anyone? Anyone?”


Apprehensively, Jamie raised his
hand. “Uhh…one?”


“One ton is bid! One ton for these wonderful superconductor columns. Now am I
bid two? Anyone? Anyone?”


Jamie looked around for a third
time. Was this some kind of joke? “What the hell?”


For a full minute, Vremian held the auction open, asking in vain for help from
nonexistent bidders.


“Is he expecting me to outbid
myself?” Jamie asked.


“Just go with it,” Bridget said.
“Quaestor’s building whirlibangs
all the time, and the price is right. Just get them so we can go.”


Vremian finally gave up on his calling. “Sold, to the — uh — human being
there in the crowd.” A polite murmur rose from the gathering behind him.


“Great,” Jamie said. He looked
again at the image of the totem pole–sized column. “Do you bring them out to
us, or what?”


“Oh, dear, no.” Vremian
chortled — or at least, that was the sound that came from Jamie’s earpiece. “We
can’t lift them. That’s up to the buyer!” He flipped a shimmering shred in the
direction of the big doorway. “All the merchandise is stored deep within our
home.” 


“Cash and carry?” Jamie was flummoxed. “How big
did you say those things were?”


“They are large,” Vremian said, “but over the generations we’ve carved some
nice stairs for beings of your kind. About five hundred of
them. I hope they won’t be too taxing!”


Bewildered, Jamie looked at
Bridget. “Well, now we know why no one bothers with this place.” 


“I thought you read the
briefing,” Bridget said, annoyed.


“I did — this part, anyway. Whoever
compiled it didn’t say anything about carrying cargo by hand. I guess the other
customers brought their own bearers.” He looked back at her troops. “Er, are you guys up for…”


Rifle still slung over her
shoulder, she raised her hands. “Oh, no! We’re here to
guard you. We’re not manual labor!”


The light flickered again, and a
new image appeared on the floor. Vremian was back at
the podium. “Next, we have some of our fine ten-meter models. Very nice indeed. We’ll start the bidding at three tons,
shall we say?”


“I’ll double whatever the human
offers,” boomed a deep voice from behind Jamie’s party. “And if he offers more,
I’ll double that!”


Bridget turned, hands on her
weapon. Jamie did, too — to see the figure in black armor who’d
kidnapped him at the Dragon’s Depot days earlier. And this time he was flanked
by a dozen warriors outfitted just as he was. Massively built bipeds all toting
hefty versions of the hand-cannons he’d seen them tote before.


“I am Kolvax
of the Xylanx,” the leader said. “And there’s no way
the humans will beat us — and live!”
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 “Fire team,
star four!” Bridget
yelled. At once, three of her armored companions were at her side, placing
themselves and their weapons between Jamie and the new arrivals. At their
various positions around the icy atrium, O’Herlihy,
Dinner, and her two other troopers stood alert as well. She yelled into her
mouthpiece. “Gideon, check in! Why didn’t you tell me these people were
coming?”


“Because he couldn’t,” Kolvax said, sauntering into the room. “Oh, he’s all right — we
didn’t disturb your party at all. Our vessel began jamming your ship’s communications
on approach.” His words dripped with malice. “I didn’t want our meeting to be
disturbed.”


Jamie peeked out from behind his
guardians. “How come we can understand you now?”


“It’s not our intent,” Kolvax said. “Our words aren’t for such as you.” He nodded
to the stage and the Leelites’ knowglobe.
“But our people once attended this…event. Their device is patched in with
yours. So you get our words — but that’s all you get.”


Bridget checked the audio stream.
Sure enough, Kolvax’s words were channeling through
the Leelite database to their knowglobe.
It had assigned him the voice of a scenery-chewing soap opera villain from more
than a hundred years ago. It seemed to fit.


But the rest made no sense. “Your people?” Bridget’s eyes narrowed. “You look pretty
human to us!”


Several members of Kolvax’s forces started forward, angrily snarling words
foreign even to the Leelites’ knowglobe.
“You should be more careful,” Kolvax said. “The
Stalkers take offense easily. They aren’t as patient as I am.” He turned to
calm his wary troops. “Easy. The little fool clearly doesn’t know anything
about us. And it’s going to stay that way!”


Quiet until now, the Leelite auctioneer interceded from his podium. “I’m so
pleased that you’ve arrived — Kolvax, did you say?” Vremian shook with excitement. “We’ve only just gotten
underway, you know.”


“I told you, thing, the auction is over!” Kolvax
turned. “We will take all the superconductors you have, at whatever price you
name. We will even pay you to keep them down there in your hole, as long as
they are never sold to this species. This market — and all markets — are closed to them.”


“Like hell,” Jamie called out.


“Ah, the little trader,” Kolvax said, his words dripping with malice as he stepped
forward. Bridget raised her rifle as he approached. “We let you go last time. Continue
your activities and we won’t make the same mistake. And don’t imagine these toy
soldiers can save you. You’re facing our finest warriors now.”


Bridget shook her head. The idea
of armed mercantile competitors was nothing new; the East Indies trading
companies clashed all the time. But nothing like this had happened in years.


“Keep bidding, Jamie,” she said, a defiant eye on Kolvax.
“We’ve got as much right to be here as they do!” 


* * *


The Leelite
went through the motions of restarting the auction. Kolvax
stood firm, watching the rattled humans through his darkened facemask. He
smiled. He’d found them on the first try. And it was more than a good guess.


Mu Casseopeiae
was one of the installed links from the now human-controlled depot station, and
the exact timing of the Leelite auction was known by
every race in the vicinity, even if most ignored the silly event. But given
that the humans had mounted a trading mission from the depot, he’d wagered that
this would be a likely early stop for them. Maybe they didn’t know how bad an
opportunity it was. Or maybe they’d assumed there wouldn’t be any competition. Now,
Kolvax was showing them the error of that judgment,
aided by the crack Dominium-supplied team from Gharion
Preserve. 


He looked at the display in his
helmet. The star their exiled station orbited was called Sigma Draconis, and the humans referred to the prison as the
Dragon’s Depot. He knew those words now from his radio link to the Leelite device. But its knowledge of humanity was limited
to language — the information openly being supplied by the humans’ knowglobe.


He couldn’t hear the human
merchant chattering with his bodyguards now; Kolvax’s
most recent outlandish bid for the superconductors had flummoxed them. Good. It was helpful to see how easily
he could make them squirm. He’d meant what he said: there was no price at which
they’d allow the humans to have the high-tech devices. The superconductors
would simply help them build more whirlibangs — such a
preposterous human word! — and the Xylanx would never
allow that.


But in truth they were here for
something else. He saw it now, right in front if him.
This was their big chance.


Kolvax transmitted a signal to his
forces parked outside. They’d hear it through their jamming of the human ship
and would begin the countdown. His countdown was begun as well. “Get ready,” Kolvax whispered to his warriors on the secure channel. “We
move on my signal!”


* * *


Jamie had his briefcase open now,
rechecking superconductor column prices on his assayer. The prices had risen to
ridiculous levels for units they previously would’ve gotten at a song. Wasn’t
this crazy trip supposed to be about turning a profit?


He looked back warily at Kolvax, the brute who’d struck him at the Dragon’s Depot.
The guy didn’t seem like a player. He wasn’t thinking with his bids, wasn’t
using any strategy at all, so far as Jamie could tell.


Okay,
let’s see how big your wallet really is, he thought. They had seven cargo ’boxes with them,
each bearing thirty tons of bauxite. Kolvax would be
able to calculate that. But he might not have any idea how plentiful the
substance was on Earth, and how easily it could be shipped here. He decided to
take a chance on the second lot being offered. “Five hundred tons,” Jamie said.
“Two hundred now, three hundred later. It’ll be
waiting for you next time you…er, come out of your
hole.” 


Vremian seemed to gurgle with glee — or at
least, that was how Jamie interpreted the bizarre sound. “A
fine offer. A wonderful offer! And you, Kolvax
of the Xylanx?”


Jamie looked back to see Kolvax straightening. “I’ll give you our answer,” he snarled.


Booom! A thunderclap shook the atrium.
Above, the crystal light source shattered, raining shards below. Bridget
grabbed Jamie and slammed him to the icy floor. Above him, the chief and her
companions shielded the lightly protected trader’s body with their armored
forms.


“Now!” the alien leader shouted.
Through the legs of his protectors, Jamie saw Kolvax charging
forward in the newly darkened atrium. His team of Stalkers did the same, firing
their hand-cannons at the Earth team.


“Unnhh” One of the blasts glanced off
Bridget’s armor, but she stood firm and returned fire. Jamie squirmed through
an opening between his guardians, desperate to escape. 


The only light now came from the
energy weapons — and from the aperture leading down into the Leelites’
lair. Ahead, on the rostrum, Jamie could see the flimsy form of Vremian, desperately trying to maintain order. “Please,
gentle beings! Try to quiet down. I didn’t hear that last bid!”


Jamie stumbled behind his team’s knowglobe and looked back. With O’Herlihy
and Dinner setting up a crossfire on the open floor,
Bridget and her companions scrambled to regroup. Crouching, she switched to
missile rounds and fired back. The slug hit Kolvax’s
chest dead center — and simply sparked off. Seemingly amused, the shadowy figure
raised his weapon to return fire.


Kraa-aack! Another horrific sound rocked the
atrium, and a mist of ice pellets fell from the ceiling. The weapons on both
sides fell silent; from his cowering position, Jamie saw that Kolvax seemed puzzled. The black-clad leader looked back at
his forces. “That wasn’t—”


Another loud,
shearing sound — this one from ground level. The floor shook. On the stage, the Leelite dignitaries fled for their underground haven. At
the podium, Vremian followed it up with one last
announcement. “This auction is suspended — on
account of early thaw!”


Kolvax looked through the falling
shards of ice — directly toward Jamie. “Hurry,” Jamie heard the alien yell.
“That’s what we want!”


The Xylanx
leader and his companions charged across the rumbling floor toward the trader. Off-balance,
Bridget switched her weapon to use different ammunition and raised it to fire. But now the ground beneath her cleaved, sending the woman and her
teammates tumbling backward against the rostrum. 


Jamie struggled to see. Something
was alive down there, coming up from the ice — something huge. With another sickening crack, a giant, clawed six-fingered
hand shoved upward from the darkness, upending more of the ice floor and
sending O’Herlihy and Dinner dashing away. 


Above, the remaining Leelites in the room flocked toward the ceiling, terrified.
Vremian screeched in horror. “The Jorvil!
We’ve waited too long!”


On his hands and knees behind
Surge Sigma’s knowglobe, Jamie looked up at Kolvax. His footing steady and momentary surprise past, the
warrior regarded the mammoth reaching arm without fear and laughed. “I guess we
know why the Leelite sales season is so short!” He turned
and looked directly at Jamie once again. “But I think there’s just enough time
to finish what we started!”


Jamie gulped, remembering his
nose’s previous meeting with Kolvax’s fist. This was a long way to travel to relive
seventh grade… 






Episode 4

Winner's Curse
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As important as the discovery of
extraterrestrial life had been for Earth’s scientists, it had given the lawyers
an even bigger thrill. The pact between the Signatory Systems had existed long
before humanity reached the stars and had changed many times over the years. Around
the globe, university departments opened to study the agreement. It would be several
years before there would be much practical demand for anything taught in Interstellar
Law 5010, but graduate students were used to that. The kindly aliens had
supplied another way to postpone real life.


But while the pact had been
amended many times, one thing was common to most iterations of the agreement: sanctioned
merchants, whether they wore the official trader’s badge
or not, were not allowed to be armed. The agreement said nothing about their bodyguards,
of course: that explained the small armies many merchants traveled with. But it
somehow seemed important that sellers, who were often diplomats for their
cultures, appeared unthreatening.


Jamie was certainly wishing for a
change in the rules as he looked out from behind the knowglobe,
the only solid thing in the room that wasn’t moving. The giant creature the Leelites called the jorvil twisted
and writhed as it bulged through another section of the ice floor, upending slabs
in the middle of the room. In the low light, the jorvil
looked to Jamie like a great hand the size of an elephant, but it appeared the
arm it was attached to had no end.


This would be a good time to have
one of Bridget’s fancy rifles, Jamie thought. Or to have
chosen law school instead.


Kolvax didn’t seem to care about the jorvil — or the rules regarding weapons in
the hands of traders, if that was indeed what he was. Stepping
deliberately up to the knowglobe, he tapped it with
the barrel of his hand-cannon. 


“Leave me alone!” Jamie called
out, cringing behind the dodecahedron and remembering the kidnapping attempt
aboard the Dragon’s Depot. But there wasn’t anywhere to run here, and his
bodyguards were — where? Somewhere in the darkness, Jamie guessed, lost in the
mass of ice or on the other side of the jorvil. “Yang! Somebody!”


It took a moment before Kolvax, face inscrutable behind his darkened faceplate,
responded. “Pathetic,” he said over Jamie. Then he turned to address his
warriors, who were advancing across the quaking floor. “Take it!”


Jamie turned to run, but his
right foot slipped on the ice. He slid sideways, landing in an awkward heap. He
covered his head with his hands, imagining Kolvax
grasping for him. But a second passed in which he felt nothing, apart from the
rumbling of the floor and his throbbing ankle. Daring to move, he raised his
head and looked back.


Beside Kolvax,
one of his hulking crew members easily lifted Surge Sigma’s knowglobe
off the ground. “To the ship!” Kolvax
ordered. The leader then turned to face Jamie. “Good-bye, idiot,” he said. 


Then Kolvax
followed his troops, who were already making their way to the exit.


“Hey! That — that…” Jamie spluttered.
“I was hiding behind that!” 


He scrambled to his hands and
knees. Where was Yang? Where was O’Herlihy? The
shower of ice crystals from the ceiling had become a deluge, with clear shards
falling from above even as the jorvil’s gyrations
tore at the floor below. More of the surface buckled, and Jamie saw what he
thought was a rocky fin stab up from beneath. Another monster?


As it moved, Jamie realized what
he was looking at. It was no arm that the six-fingered hand was attached to but
a tremendous mineral-encrusted worm. The body shrank and stretched like an
accordion-style air hose, snaking and grinding its way through the hard
surface. Spellbound for a moment, Jamie gawked as the thing tore more of the
floor apart.


That fascination ended when the
six-fingered hand — which he only now understood to be the creature’s head — twisted
back toward him. The meter-wide talons opened, revealing a blood-red maw in the
“palm.” Violet tongues splayed outward from the hole and a gaseous breath hit
Jamie full in his helmeted face, knocking him backward.


“Yaaahhh!” Jamie turned his stumble into a headlong run. He
dashed for the exit to the surface, caring little that his would-be kidnappers
had already gone that way.


* * *


We
wore the wrong outfits to this dance,
Bridget thought in the blackness. The indoor avalanche had left hundreds of
kilos of ice on top of her, and while the HardSHEL
armor had taken the beating and kept her breathing, the internal armature
wasn’t strong enough to free her.


But unlike at Baghu,
she’d held on to her rifle — or, rather, the armor had. The eruption from the
floor had given her a split second to activate the death-grip feature. Any
impact strong enough to separate her from the weapon would be strong enough to
take her arm, too.


The weapon could fire from her
verbal command, but she didn’t know where it was pointing. This called for a
different approach. “Switch sonics,” she ordered.
Seeing the confirmation that her rifle switched from impact ordnance, she
continued. “Discharge, point-blank!”


Even her armor couldn’t shield
her ears from the shrill sound that followed. The sonic discharge was a ranged
weapon, but here it was having a different effect. The weapon’s vibrations
rattled through her arm and entire body, and the outfit’s exterior set the
surrounding icy mass to quaking. Bridget went into motion then, as the crystal
mass loosened enough for her to claw in the direction her sensors said was up. 


Like a swimmer resurfacing after
a plunge, Bridget punched up through material that was momentarily fluid,
though not fully liquid. To add to her troubles, the rifle’s functionality had
been destroyed by her desperate maneuver, shaken apart by its own sonic
vibrations, so she released it and clawed for a handhold amid the chunks of
ice. The whole room seemed to be moving now, the ground rent to pieces by the
massive creature.


She beheld the monster, rising
and plunging. The chemical ice that made up the floor was still frozen — could
liquids even exist on Leel? — but the thaw Vremian mentioned had evidently weakened its tensile strength,
and the stony serpent was wending and crunching its way through it like a drill
through balsa wood. At least it wasn’t paying any attention to her — yet.


Bridget quickly checked her
armor’s team status display. All the members of Surge Team One were alive, she
saw, but there had been several non-life-threatening injuries from the battle
and the collapse. She suspected the Xylanx warriors
had been doing as her team had: using lesser ordnance so as to avoid bringing
down the atrium on everyone. But her team had been too near the place where the
creature had erupted from the floor. She did an audio roll call, and everyone
checked in.


“Those still armed use your sonics to get clear,” she said. “It’s a little busy up
here.”


Of all the members of her squad,
only Arbutus Dinner was free from the icefall. At least she wasn’t alone. He
was crouched behind the onetime podium, firing explosive rounds at the beast to
no noticeable effect.


“Dinner, where’s Jamie?” Bridget
asked.


“Outside,” Dinner
replied between shots. “He followed the Xylanx
dudes.”


A sign of intelligence on both their parts? she
wondered. Maybe.
Well, she still had people outside. “Gideon, come in,” she said into her mic. 


Static — but different from what
she’d heard earlier, when the Xylanx leader boasted about
jamming her second team’s transmissions from Indispensable. 


Jamie and the Xylanx
would have to be Gideon’s problem, she realized, as the monstrosity ceased its
circular movements. The leading end of the beast rose in the air, towering like
a cobra, heading for — what? Bridget trained her armor’s
spotlight above. Near the damaged top of the atrium, airborne Leelites swirled in panic, looking like bubbles circling a
drain. Through the communications link, she could hear them screaming about the
thing — the jorvil, they called it. So they knew what
it was, she thought — and it certainly knew about them. 


The upper section of the creature
loomed over the erstwhile floor, grasping for the wispy aliens with its handlike head. The floating Leelites
seemed an insubstantial meal for such a monster — how did it get so big? — but that didn’t stop the thing from
snatching and devouring every unfortunate creature that came near. 


Her armor’s interface alerted her
to a nearby armament. Across the wreck of a room she spotted the oversized
stock of a rifle, half-buried in the icy dust. She dashed for it, ducking
underneath a moving section of the jorvil along the
way. The rifle was O’Herlihy’s, she realized on
picking it up. All surge team members used signature weapons, useless in the
hands of unauthorized personnel; in the chief’s hands, though, it worked fine. She
wondered what had happened to Mike even as she started firing explosive rounds
at the jorvil’s top section. She didn’t want to bring
the entire ice dome down — had it been weakened, too, by the thaw? But there
really was no missing a target as big as the jorvil.


Nothing. She switched ammunition modes. It was the same
story with electrical pulses — and with the sonic power that had freed her
earlier. Almost too fat to be called a rifle, the Spraecher
300 had five ordnance settings — and not one of them seemed to even distract the jorvil from its prey.


“Vremian!”
she called out into her helmet mic. “What is this
thing?”


She heard the start of an answer
from the Leelite, but it resolved into a scream as
the jorvil lunged. The Leelite
flitted out of the way, causing the monster’s face to slap hard against the
interior of the ice dome. The wall shook, and another shower of ice fell. 


Worse, behind her the ceiling of
the entrance tunnel gave way, closing off the exit and the last source of exterior
light. 


Inside her helmet, Bridget’s
visor switched to infrared tracking, allowing her to see Dinner again across
the mess. “Party knowglobe connection lost,” the
computerized voice in her ear said. 


“Terrific,” she said, rolling her
eyes. It was the end of her ability to tap the Leelites’
knowledge base about the creature — not that she’d had a chance to even check.
Her team had also been using it to boost their armor transmission signals from
within the hall to make them audible to the team outside. Jamming or no
jamming, they were truly cut off.


“What now?” Dinner radioed. He’d
momentarily paused his waste of ammunition. “It’s gonna run out of appetizers soon.”


“Just don’t tell it your name,”
she said. 


Anxious, she tried again to reach
the second team leader at the ship, to no avail. Where Hiro
Welligan was her greenest squad leader, Victor Gideon
had twenty years of experience battling strange things from beyond. That was
more than anyone on her team had, Bridget included. But Welligan
simply had trouble knowing the right thing to do. Getting Gideon to do the sane thing would
be a triumph…
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From a distance, Leel resembled a peeled apple: vaguely spherical, white,
and featureless. The Black Butte, as the humans had named it on approach, was
the solitary deviation: a half-kilometer-high mass of opaque ice, it housed the
Leelites’ auction hall. The surrounding area was said
to resemble an empty Yukon mall parking lot — except during the once-a-decade superconductor
auctions, when it looked like a mostly
empty lot.


Today, however, it was a war zone — and
dashing from the only entrance to the butte, Jamie found himself in a no-man’s-land.
A hundred meters ahead to his west sat Indispensable,
towering and boxy in its current trading configuration. Between the ship and
the butte, eight members of Surge Sigma’s second team were in a chevron
formation, kneeling and firing their weapons, seemingly at him.


Ducking back inside the
passageway, Jamie quickly realized his teammates outside were shooting at the Xylanx. The black-suited warriors from the auction hall had
emerged before he had and now were headed for their own vessel, which sat to
the north. More Xylanx soldiers had fanned out in
front of the ship, attempting to screen their compatriots’ escape from the butte.
Many meters separated them: Jamie thought the parties were using more serious
ammunition, here outside the auction hall. It was keeping both groups well
apart.


The Xylanx
transport was a curious thing. Built from smaller modules, as all whirlibang-using craft had to be, the ship seemed to have
cheese-shaped wedges for its basic building block. That gave the overall
vehicle a spiky look, with sharp angles rising from a long horizontal body. Two
slender guns rotated atop the vehicle, firing green pulses at regular intervals
to cover Kolvax’s party’s escape.


Behind Jamie, the ice mountain
shook. He looked back to see the far end of the passage he’d emerged from
collapsing. Afraid, he turned and charged into the snowfield…


…only to slip
immediately and land faceplate first in the open.


“Trader!” a voice called out over Jamie’s audio system. From the
ground, Jamie looked across the dirty snow to see the husky form of Victor
Gideon, second team squad leader, charging from the human forces’ flank. “I’ve
got him!” Gideon yelled.


Jamie scrambled to his hands and
knees. Cave-in or not, the sight of Gideon charging toward him caused Jamie to
think seriously about going back inside to face the monster again. Gideon had
scared the hell out of him at every encounter. The man’s HardSHEL
armor looked as if he’d worn it through a fall from orbit: dented, banged, and
pockmarked beyond belief. Doesn’t Quaestor spend billions outfitting these people? Jamie had
thought on meeting him. The guy could use a chamois and some touch-up paint.


And instead of the Spraecher 300s that Bridget’s crew used, Gideon carried
around a cluster of smaller weapons soldered and riveted together — presumably,
Jamie imagined, so he could fire them all at the same time. And incongruously
with the rest of his high-tech equipment, Gideon also had a shotgun slung over
his shoulder. Or at least that was what Jamie thought it was: it looked like
the thing Elmer Fudd had carried in the musical that
won the Tony Award in 2136. He was surprised Gideon hadn’t gone for a caveman
club instead, to match his personality.


Xylander warriors happily took potshots
as Gideon dashed across the open ground. A blast from the alien craft struck to
his left, and then to his right. If Gideon paid any attention, he didn’t show
it. Between Leel’s three-quarter-gee gravity and his
outfit’s sensors and servos, he dodged one snow-scattering blast after another.


Seeing the live fire chasing
Gideon toward his own position made the decision for Jamie. He turned back and
lunged toward the shelter of the still-standing exterior opening to the butte. But
no sooner did he reach the icy stoop than he fell again.


“Trader down!” Gideon yelled as he neared the
entrance. Throwing his body into a crunching roll, the forty-five-year-old
tumbled to a stop. Squatting on top of Jamie’s armored form,
Gideon turned and pointed his gun cluster out at the Xylanx.
The squad leader screamed a bloody oath and began firing a variety of things.


Jamie hated Gideon. 


“Let me up, dammit!”
the trader yelled, squirming.


“Nothing
doing!” With
a face cracked like Mars, Gideon set his teeth in an angry scowl and continued
blasting. Return fire peppered the ground ahead of them until the rest of Surge
Two’s members shifted position to better protect them.


Gideon’s silver-flecked brown
eyes lit up as the Xylanx fire diminished. “That’s
right, that’s right!” He laughed loudly and spoke into his helmet mic: “Gideon here, trader secure!” 


“Is that even your real name?”
Jamie asked from the ground. He’d heard a whisper that Gideon’s real name was
Eustace Clemmons.


Gideon grabbed at Jamie’s space suit
and hauled him up. “Is that your real ass I just saved?”


“They weren’t shooting at me,”
Jamie said, pulling away. “They were shooting at you. When you came here, then
they were shooting at me.”


“Maybe you’d like to take them on
alone!” Gideon elbowed Jamie hard, just beneath the merchant badge. Jamie stumbled a step back.


“Whatever.” 


As Gideon returned to blazing
away at the Xylanx, Jamie dusted himself off, glad
that his outfit had absorbed most of the blow. If Gideon was supposed to be one
of his bodyguards, Jamie thought, he’d sure missed the class on not hurting his
charge. Not to mention a couple of stages of human evolution.


Since he’d met the guy back on Altair,
Jamie had found Gideon alternately terrifying and ludicrous. With close-cropped
brown hair and no neck to speak of, the older man looked like a child’s
military toy. There was no mistaking why: everyone on the team knew what
Gideon’s problem was. Early experiments using nanoids
to stimulate the adrenal glands had turned a whole cadre of human guinea pigs
into rage machines. The microscopic robots inside Gideon weren’t active any
longer, but they’d messed with his sense of self-preservation, blackened his
outlook on life, and tensed him tighter than a rubber band around a basketball.


“Dreadcases”
who partook of the therapies were quite pleasant: Jamie’s mother had a faithful
bodyguard who played third flute in the National Philharmonic. He didn’t know
why Gideon hadn’t gotten treatment, or why Bridget entrusted him with any
authority. Perhaps he had once eaten a lion that had threatened her.


“These guys, these guys,” Gideon
said, blasting another armored Xylander at long range
to no effect. The whole battle scene seemed bizarre to Jamie: combatants on
both sides struck by projectiles would either shrug them off,
or at most tumble backward, only to recover. Gideon’s lower faceplate fogged
and smeared, and Jamie couldn’t tell from the man’s expression whether he took
his targets’ refusal to die as a personal affront, or worthy of admiration. 


“Who are these guys?” Gideon
asked, to no one. “They won’t go down!”


“They’re called Xylanx,”
Jamie said. 


“Lots of Xs. I like it. Sounds
crunchy.”


“These are the same people who
got me on the depot.”


“I know that, dishwhip.
I was there,” the squad leader said. “They came in here fast — jamming our
transmissions before they landed. Set up a screen of fire so their people could
reach the butte.” He pointed to the top of the Xylanx
ship, where Jamie saw the small cannons blasting away. “When their team left
the auction hall, they stopped jamming, but I still can’t raise Yang in there.
What’s going on?”


Jamie quickly described the scene
inside the auction hall. Gideon’s eyes narrowed when Jamie got to the part
about the jorvil, and the squad leader actually
seemed to growl a little. 


“Big monster,” Gideon said,
seeming to consider the choice between saving Bridget’s crew and continuing to
shoot at enemies who could take what he had to deal out.


Jamie was doing some considering
of his own: he was considering cowering in a corner to wait for a decision when
Lissa Trovatelli’s voice
piped into his ear. “Q/A here,” the quartermaster said from Indispensable. “Gideon, Unknown One is
powering up to go,” she said, referring to the Xylanx
craft. 


Gideon groaned audibly. “Yang’s
team’s in trouble. Hate to leave this—”


“We need to grab one of these
guys,” Trovatelli said. “I want to know more about
them.”


“It’s mutual,” Jamie piped in.
“They stole our knowglobe.” 


“I saw,” Trovatelli
said. “I’ve been trying to send a purge code to wipe the memory, but they’ve
blocked that somehow.”


“Stinkin’ thieves!” Gideon said, firing faster.


Trovatelli spoke more firmly. “We need to
stop them, Gideon. At the very least, capture one, so we know—”


“I’ve been trying!” Gideon
snarled and spat angrily, the spittle striking the inside of his faceplate. 


So
that’s what the smear is,
Jamie thought. Gross. 


“You guys were the ones who
didn’t want to arm the ship — you and your low-risk, low-reward mission,” Gideon
said. He slowed his rate of fire almost imperceptibly, seemingly having had a
thought. “Hey, maybe we could ram their ship with ours. Or at least park on top
of ’em—”


“Hell, no,” Jamie said. The
bauxite aboard wasn’t that valuable on its own — except, for whatever reason, to
the Leelites — but he was damned if he was going to be
stranded here. “Indispensable’s
my call, right? I say no!”


Gideon’s jaw locked. “Puny, pissant trader…”


Jamie pointed back toward the
collapsed tunnel. “Bridget! Monster! Remember?”


Gideon looked to Jamie as if he
was struggling to concentrate.


“It would be easier if you
stopped shooting at things,” Jamie said.


“Shut up.” But Gideon did stop
firing — one of his guns, at least. He spoke in a calmer voice. “Scan Unknown One
if you can, Q/A. Trader’s safe and we can’t take on their ship guns. We’re
going in after the monster!” He paused. “And — uh, to extract Surge
One.”


Trovatelli transmitted her disapproval. “We
may not get this chance—”


“I’m in charge,” Gideon said,
glancing back at the cave-in. “Get me a reading on what’s blocking the
entrance. We’re going in.”


Jamie looked outside. The firing
had ceased. “You can go in,” he said, “and have all the monsters you want. I’m going
back to the ship before my pulse rate needs a comma.”


“You’re not going anywhere.
You’re safer with me,” Gideon said, turning into the darkness of the cavern.


“You haven’t seen that thing down
there,” Jamie said.


“It hasn’t seen me.”


* * *


I
don’t believe it,
Kolvax thought as he reached the steps of the X-560. They’re going to let us go.


Kolvax hadn’t come here to wipe out the
human expedition, as enjoyable as that might have been. But it was useful to
take the humans’ measure in battle, nonetheless. The trader’s defenders on the
surface were good, he had to admit. The forces outside the auction hall had
exchanged fire with his team for a long time, with the humans taking only one
casualty — and even that was just an injury. 


Kolvax had seen the human’s squad
leader — “Gideon,” the transmissions called him — carry
the incapacitated soldier over his shoulder back to the cargo ship before
resuming fighting. Later on he’d seen Gideon run across a field of fire to
protect his trader. Foolhardy acts both, but the sort of defiant behavior he
liked in a warrior. This Gideon had the heart of a Xylander.


He quickly dispelled the
comparison from his mind. It was distasteful to think about the ways the Xylanx and the humans were similar. And he’d already
discovered another likeness he didn’t expect. The humans didn’t have any
ammunition that could pierce the Stalker armor of the Xylanx,
but neither had the Xylanx brought any ammunition
that could pierce the armor of the humans. 


That’ll
change, he
thought. He’d succeeded in his mission, despite things not going exactly as
planned. His ship had fired the first shot at the butte, rocking the auction
hall and giving him his advantage of surprise. He hadn’t counted on the
appearance of the jorvil, evidently awakened from its
hibernation by the blast, but it had taken out the trader’s defenders inside
and made stealing the knowglobe simple.


With the Xylanx
transport’s engine rumbling, he watched as his underlings carried the human knowglobe up the steps. Some of the data would be instantly
available: that which the team shared with everyone. But most Signatory Systems
expeditions used their knowglobes for logistical
assistance. There would be other information in the database ready for the
taking. Useful facts about humanity — and about these humans in
particular.


He had a lot of studying to do.
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“Keep digging! I’ll cover you!”


Bridget watched the jorvil warily as Dinner toiled below. The infrared visuals
weren’t much help to Bridget in seeing the cold-bodied jorvil,
so her armor’s motion-tracking sensors had pitched in to paint the creature
into what she saw through her faceplate. Sadly, the darkness wasn’t keeping the
jorvil from chasing — and finding — the Leelites. With her connection to the Leelite
knowglobe gone, at least she was spared hearing the
screams.


In the pit, Dinner, his helmet
spotlight activated, shoveled away massive chunks of
ice with his gloved hands. The big Hawaiian was throwing his back into it, she
saw. The armature within their uniforms multiplied the wearer’s strength; with
Dinner, that hardly seemed necessary.


“I’ve buried a few buddies,” he
said. “Never had to dig any up!”


The good thing was that he wasn’t
alone in the work now. Cowling, Wu, and Lopez-Herrera had been unearthed — perhaps
un-Leeled was the better term. Cowling was already down
in another pit, digging. And while Lopez-Herrera was seeing to Wu and her hyperextended arm, she was using her armor’s sensors to
help locate the remaining four soldiers beneath the cold debris in the dark.


“I think I’ve got O’Herlihy,”
Leah Cowling said. “I need more light down here!”


“Star shells,
embed mode,” Bridget ordered. From wherever they stood, her troops above the
ice adjusted their rifles. Together, they fired gleaming red shots toward the
ceiling. 


Driving into the frozen wall, the
hissing munitions made like the ancient projectiles that were their namesake. The
star shells glowed, blazing and crimson, giving the hall beneath an eerie cast.
Now she saw more clearly the surviving Leelites,
flitting past like insects around a bug zapper — and the jorvil,
still after them.


Her armor did the counting. Just
twelve Leelites left in the atrium. The rest had
already closed and sealed the door leading down into their underground home. She’d
joked about it before, but now needed to worry: What would the behemoth do when
it finished off the hors d’oeuvres?


* * *


“I can’t believe we just let them
leave,” Trovatelli said, standing in the broken-down passageway
leading into the Black Butte. “Your Xylanx, I mean.”


“Not my Xylanx,” Jamie said, leaning against
the wall as a load of snow went past. Surge Two had brought in the tracked
cargo tenders Indispensable had transported
to help deliver the bauxite with; now the soldier-driven vehicles were hauling
away the debris blocking the entrance. Q/A had established that the tunnel was structurally
sound and had concocted the plan to remove what had fallen. But nothing, it
seemed to Jamie, could lift the woman’s spirits.


“We really should have done something,”
she said, clearly unhappy. “They were in our depot. And now
here?” She looked at Jamie. “Too coincidental.
It doesn’t feel right to you, does it?”


Jamie shrugged. “Don’t ask me. I
haven’t felt right since I started eating cheese from a squeeze bag.” 


Trovatelli frowned. She was beautiful and
smart, as he’d always known, but she hadn’t seemed this worried before. The
young woman he’d met on Altair had seemed very casually driven, certain her
talents were up to any technical problem. Bridget had been the overserious one. Since the fight aboard the Dragon’s Depot,
however, the Xylanx had concerned her greatly.


Oh
well, Jamie thought.
Securing their base was partially Lissa’s
responsibility. No one likes having their
turf invaded.


“Al…most…there!”
Gideon called,
rearing back with his arms to swing a great pick again. The squad leader was
out ahead of the vehicles, chopping the hell out of the roadblock. Jamie
imagined how happy Gideon must have been to find the heavy implement in with
the freight. 


“Think you’ll start carrying one
of those, Vic?” Trovatelli said, brightening with
amusement.


“Yeahhh,” Gideon said lustily,
smashing the pick into the ice. “I’ll take two!”


Jamie rolled his eyes. The jorvil was about to have its turf invaded, too.


* * *


Michael O’Herlihy
crawled out of the hole Cowling had dug. Seeing Bridget, he staggered toward
her and pointed to the rifle in her hands. “I think that’s mine,” he said.


“Finders keepers,” Bridget said,
holding the weapon and watching above. “Mine blew up.”


“So much for
getting your deposit back.”
Arms sagging and clearly exhausted, O’Herlihy took a
deep breath and straightened. “What’d I miss?” he said gamely.


Bridget stared into the space
overhead. “I’m wondering what I’ve
missed.” 


Near the ceiling, the count of Leelites had held steady in the last few minutes. And the jorvil had seemed increasingly agitated. Again and again,
it facepalmed — an old slang expression that was
exactly descriptive here — against the high wall of the atrium, missing its prey.
The wispy aliens would appear a split second later, hovering close to the
still-burning star shells. The jorvil would then
twist and writhe, brushing the Leelites back into
play with the ridged fins of its long “neck.” 


But the Leelites
were tiring, she could tell, and the jorvil’s
movements were growing more frenetic. Was it hungry? Had it been above the
surface for too long? Or…


The answer reached her literally
in the form of rays from above. “It’s the star shells!” she said. Nothing else
they’d fired had hurt the jorvil. But it was moving
in such a way that it did not expose its “face” too closely to the sizzling red-light
sources. “Mike, what’s in those things?”


O’Herlihy knew fireworks like no one else,
having caused the evacuation of a chicken restaurant in his teens. “Basic tracer — strontium nitrate and magnesium. Burns redder
than hell’s own damnation,” he said. “Give the old worm heartburn?”


“Maybe,” Bridget said. She lifted
her weapon — his weapon — and swore. “Out. Anybody else?”


“I fired all mine,” Dinner said.


“My Spraecher’s
still under all that somewhere,” Wu said, nodding to the ice pile from which
Bridget’s last team member had just been retrieved.


Another rumble shook the room.
Bridget switched back to live ammo and spun — just in time to see a cargo tender
punch through the darkened hole that had been the entrance. Against the faint
light from outside the tunnel, she saw the tender’s driver disembark.


“Surge Two reporting,” Gideon
said, standing outside the cab as his other troops
filed in. He picked up his weapon from inside and looked up at the jorvil. He whistled. “Wow. The dink wasn’t kidding.”


Bridget clambered over a pile of
ice to address him. “Gideon, do you still have any of your star shell charges?”


“I’ve got all of them,” he said.
“Never use ’em. They’re noncombat
items.”


“Today’s different. You’ve got
four charges?”


“Eight,” he said, pointing to the
homebrew multi-rifle.


She turned back and looked up. “I
think we can blind the thing if we can hit it in the face somehow,” she said.
But looking up, she realized that the jorvil’s head
was never lower than fifteen meters above, and there was no good angle on it
from below. “How do we bring it down here?”


“Don’t worry about that,” Gideon
said, slinging his rifle and pulling a pick from the cab. “I’ve got this.”


As the man clambered over an icy
obstacle, Bridget looked back to see Jamie and Trovatelli
entering.


“He’s crazy,” Jamie said, face
white. “Certifiable. A loon—”


“Careful, he’ll hear you,”
Bridget said.


“I don’t care. He nearly brought
the cave down on us twice. He’s twisted like a bag of bread!”


“I know,” Bridget replied,
grinning. She turned to see the leader of her second team charging up a large,
slanting slab of upturned ice. Thanks to the internal servos, HardSHEL armor wasn’t hard to run in, and the lower gravity
was also working in Gideon’s favor. But anyone else would have looked at the
sheer ramp as forbidding — not to mention what awaited
at the end: the enormous tubular trunk of the jorvil.


Not Gideon, who launched himself
from the end of the makeshift ramp. Positioning the pick in front of him, he
drove its head into the stone-encrusted body of the jorvil.
Prying open a spot he could use as a handhold, he grabbed on with his free hand
and swung the pick again.


“Stay ready,” Bridget said to her
team on the ground, most of whose guns were trained on the creature.


“Ready for
what?” O’Herlihy said, weaponless.


Bridget blinked. “Well, I don’t
really know,” she said as she watched Gideon chopping his own ladder up the
massive freestanding spine. “But stay ready anyway.”


Beside her, Trovatelli
marveled. “It’s like Jack and the Beanstalk,” she said.


“Yeah,” Jamie said, likewise
spellbound. “Was Jack a homicidal maniac?”


Bridget chuckled — and then raised
her rifle again as Gideon approached the top of the creature. “We’ve got to
give him a second when he gets up there,” she said. “Lasers,
Spore nucleus package. Target the facial claws — and don’t hit Gideon!”


Around her, the members of her
team focused on the top of the jorvil. It might have
sounded like a tall order, but this was a surgical-strike team accustomed to
firing with pinpoint accuracy at tiny moving targets. The lasers were really
only designed for slicing open Spore nuclei — they hadn’t bothered using them
against the Xylanx, whose armor’s refractive coating
would have diminished their power. Bridget didn’t really expect them to do
anything to the monster now either, but she hoped they might get its attention.


They watched as Gideon shimmied
toward a gap between two of the six fingers splayed around the creature’s
facial orifice. Another moment and the pick fell from his hand. When the man
reached the writhing creature’s facial level, Bridget saw the facial talons
begin to flex faster than any Venus flytrap ever moved for a kill.


“Fire!” Bridget yelled. A dozen beams
appeared in unison, two targeting a finger each. That breakdown was just luck,
but Bridget’s hunch was correct. The claws stopped moving for a moment, short
of the armored body of the man now crouching on the jorvil’s
face, gun pointed into its maw.


“Eat this, ugly!”


Gideon fired one star shell
charge after another into the creature. A cavernous-sounding pop-pop-pop
followed, resonating through the creature’s mouth. Bridget imagined what was
happening inside: as designed, the missiles were seeking walls to bury
themselves in — and instead were finding themselves nice niches in the alimentary
canal of a giant alien serpent. By the fourth popping sound, she could see
Gideon wrapping his body around one of the facial fingers.


It was a necessary move, because
in the next instant one of the final blasts went off deep within the jorvil — almost at Bridget’s ground level. All around the
circumference of the creature, the stony rings crackled and crisped, and chunks
of its exterior started to fall off. When Bridget saw the jorvil
swaying in her direction, she wasted no time in shoving Jamie and Trovatelli into motion.


“Go! Now!”


 But the jorvil did
not fall like a mighty tree. Rather, it crumbled from the base, sinking like an
imploded building under demolition. A colossal din echoed through the atrium.
From her position safely away, Bridget saw Gideon riding the corpse down, a man
on the strangest elevator ride ever. When the last section tipped over a few
meters from the ground, Gideon finally released the dead “hand” and dove away.
He landed in a somersault that quickly ended in a chest-first splat on the soft
but jagged ground.


The giant jorvil
was now a pile of gigantic, ashen Christmas wreaths, the interiors of some
still glowing with the blazing star shells. Whatever drove the body of the
great worm, the surge team had found something it could not handle. From above,
the surviving Leelites floated gently to the ground.


“Medic!” Bridget rushed around the debris
to Gideon’s side. “Don’t try to move,” she said, looking at his armor, even
more banged up now.


“Ow,”
Gideon simply said. But she could see him smile.
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Bridget shook her head as
Lopez-Herrera helped maneuver Gideon’s stretcher out of the auction hall. The
other members of the team didn’t know, but she had found Gideon in an Argentinean
prison, serving life for his behavior at a football riot. He hadn’t even known
what teams were playing, a fact that had given him a wider range of targets. In
eight months of confinement, he had brought the penal system to its knees. To
settle complaints lodged by her guards, Gideon’s final warden had agreed to
give him over to Quaestor for deportation off world. 


It was a miracle that he’d
survived as long as he had. Bridget had only put him in charge of the second
team to make good on a threat two years earlier; she was trying to wake up a
third-class, inattentive squad. It had worked pretty well. She’d convinced him
to secretly agree to never order anyone else to do what he was going to do, but
his squad mates didn’t know that, and it had kept them on their toes ever
since. It was hard to resent getting a dangerous job when the squad leader was
taking all the rough assignments himself. The
things I have to work with, she thought. 


And
now here’s another,
she thought, seeing Jamie approach through the disarray. He had recovered his
briefcase, she saw, and was accompanied by one of the Leelites.


“We’re back in business,” Jamie
said, pointing back to the Q/A, who was kneeling next to a pair of large
dodecahedrons while another Leelite floated nearby. “Trovatelli brought in the spare knowglobe,
and Vremian here’s got us patched back into theirs so
we can talk.”


Bridget brightened as she heard
the auctioneer’s name. “I’m glad you made it,” she said. “But I’m sorry about
the others.”


Vremian shimmered. “I am too,” he said,
his voice again filtered and translated. “But this is why we always conduct our
business here in a short window, to avoid the jorvil.”


Bridget nodded. “If I can ask,
why didn’t you fly closer to the ground to get away from it?”


“Why,” the Leelite
said, “we were trying to keep it away from you. It may not have cared for the
taste of humans, but you weren’t having a good time of it when it was down
there thrashing around.” The creature expressed something that the knowglobe audibly interpreted as a sigh. “I know now that
it was the act of those scurrilous competitors of yours, those Xylanx, in firing at our hall that awakened the brute. This
kind of activity is simply unknown around here.”


Trovatelli stepped up, accompanied by the
other floating alien that had been helping her. “It looks like Jamie was right
about our squatters,” Trovatelli said.


“What?” Jamie gestured as if he
was adjusting his helmet’s audio volume. “Excuse me? Did someone say I was
right?”


“Yeah,” the Q/A
said, smirking.
Her expression didn’t last long. “These Xylanx are
definitely aliens,” she said, her tone serious. “Vremian’s
aide was just showing me some things on their knowglobe’s
monitor. The Leelites encountered them more than
sixty years before any humans went through the whirlibang.
That’s why they had a file on their language.”


“Sixty years?” Bridget asked.
“That means—”


“Yep,” Trovatelli
said. “Bipedal aliens. That pretty much settles it.”


It was almost too incredible for
Bridget to accept. For thirty-five years, humanity had been looking for
anything that looked remotely similar to itself. And
now they had not only encountered such a people, but fought with them?


“Who were they, Vremian?” she asked. “How come you haven’t shared anything
about them with anyone who’s come around?”


The hovering jellyfish seemed to
blush. “I’m…ashamed to say that nobody really ever comes around much anymore.
You’re the first bidders to arrive here since the last time the Xylanx appeared here. We’ve had no one to share the
knowledge with.”


Trovatelli interceded. “But who are they, Vremian? Your data over there doesn’t say much.”


“We don’t know much,” Vremian admitted. “Our encounters with anyone are
necessarily brief. And they shared almost nothing about themselves — as they did
this time.” His tone changed. “Did they really do all this just to steal your knowglobe?”


“It looks like it,” Bridget said.
“But I can’t understand why.”


Behind Trovatelli,
the Leelite who had assisted her chimed in. “Vremian, that sounds like the Luk’a.”


“Don’t be silly,” Vremian replied.


Trovatelli’s interest was piqued. “Wait. Who are the Luk’a?”


“The Luk’a
were another bipedal species like yours,” Vremian said. “Back even before my time. Forty thousand
years ago, it must have been.”


“They were thieves,” his aide
said.


“Don’t be unkind, Torquin.” Vremian’s shreds wriggled.
“It is true, though, that they had a poor grasp of how commerce worked.” He
gestured to the humans’ knowglobe. “I’ve instructed
my aide to provide you with all our information about the species we’ve
encountered. I don’t think we even have a language file on the Luk’a, but you can have what we do know on them — as well as
our files on the Xylanx. The next time you encounter
those reprehensible people, perhaps you can talk them into behaving better at
public events.”


Behind the
alien, light appeared from the doorway leading downstairs. Vremian
noticed it. “And now,” he said, “we can conclude our business.”


Bridget looked around the
devastated atrium. “What business?”


“Did you forget?” Vremian said. “The auction. In
fairness, I’m going to declare the Xylanx’s bids null
and void — so we’ll accept your opening amount. Congratulations.”


Jamie looked up. “Wait a minute.
Our opening bids on everything? Every lot?”


“And more,” Vremian
said. “Remember, we haven’t made any sales lately. There are quite a few
superconductor columns in stock. More than will fit on your ship, to be sure.”


Bridget and Jamie looked at each
other. “Is there time to send another transport back?” Jamie asked.


“If you’ll supply the forces to
guard against another jorvil rising—”


“Another jorvil?”
Jamie blurted.


Vremian seemed to shiver at the words. “Distasteful,
I know. But you seem to have the answer for them. I was going to say, if your
firm would be willing to put a trading post here with a garrison protecting us,
we could trade year round. And you would have the best terms in exchange, of
course.”


Jamie’s eyes seemed to bulge.
“Can we do that?” he asked Bridget.


“We do it all the time,” Bridget
said. “We can detach the bauxite ’boxes, encamp Surge Two here temporarily, and
send another transport back with permanent staff from the depot.” 


“You really want to leave Gideon
here? The building’s still standing — barely.”


“You really want him to come back
with us?”


“Good point,” Jamie said.
Smiling, he turned and opened his briefcase before the Leelite.
“If we can just step into anything you have resembling an office…”
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Indispensable was a nub, now — a single bangbox transiting through the nonspace
between whirlibangs. The passenger segment would have
been the only piece of the ship the riders had access to in any event: vessels
were dismantled into components small enough to fit in the rings. But while Indispensable had arrived at Mu Cassiopieae as an unconnected chain of many units, it was
going back to the Dragon’s Depot as a singleton shuttle. The other units
remained back at Leel, along with Surge Two’s living
quarters.


For all his troubles in his
earlier flights, Jamie felt he was getting the hang of interstellar travel.
There wasn’t gravity in the vessel whether inside the whirlibang
or not, but he’d found a way to strap himself in so he could rest as he used to
at his trading desk — sprawled across the chair, with his back against the
armrest and his legs hanging over. If only he had his cowbell.


“This is starting to work out,”
Jamie said to Bridget, who was seated across from him and sipping from a food
packet. He went over the figures on his hand. “This Leel
contract is worth a lot — and it all goes to taking care of what we—”

“Of what you—” she interjected.


“Of what is owed,” Jamie said. “And there’s plenty of time until the end of the
quarter.”


“Not so much as you think,”
Bridget said. “Remember, while we’re in the whirlibang,
time outside is passing at a different rate. By the time we get back to Sigma Draconis, we’ll have just over seven weeks left. And how
much money do we need to make?”


“Tens of billions still,” Jamie
said. The air went out of him.


“I thought you knew the time
calculations by heart,” she said between sips. “Wasn’t it part of your job?”


“Yeah. But I was never the one doing
the traveling before.” He sighed.


The whirlibang
transit was a brief ride, but the flight from Leel to
the jumping-off point was long enough that the rest of the crew was sacked out,
with the exception of Trovatelli. Jamie had tried to
engage her in conversations several times, but she seemed intent on studying
the data she’d gotten from the Leelites.


“There’s a lot here we should
send home,” Trovatelli said, hovering nearby.


 Jamie liked what zero gee did to women’s
bodies. Her dark hair floated freely, and if he had never considered
upside-down to be a fetching pose before, now he was considering it. He watched
her brow furrow. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Were you saying something?”


She growled, aggravated. “About the Xylanx. We’ve got to
alert the authorities back home.”


“We will,” Bridget said. “It’s
policy. All our encounter data gets uploaded to the knowglobe
of the next ’box going home. You know that.”


“I’m still very concerned,” Trovatelli said. “Particularly about this
Luk’a reference. Here’s this ancient
species — and yet the other Signatory races have told us precious little about
them. And they’re supposedly a bunch of interstellar thieves?”


“Thieves we know something
about,” Bridget said with a wink that Jamie easily saw. He groaned. “Get some
rest, Lissa. We’ll figure it out.”


Reluctantly, Trovatelli
returned forward and resumed her vigil over the knowglobe.
Jamie leaned toward Bridget and whispered. “She seems more intense.”


“New on the job, wants to do
well,” Bridget said. “And you’re really one to say when someone’s being
intense.”


Jamie gritted his teeth. “Will
you lay off me? I’m playing the game here, aren’t I?” He waved his hands in the
air. “And what was that ‘thief’ stuff?”


“Oh, right. Just because you got
us into all this trouble, putting the whole expedition at risk, why should we
pick on you?”


“I get it,” he said. “Kick me.
All of you do. But I’m here.”


 “Yes, you are.” Bridget crumpled the food bag
and stored it. She studied him. “Look, maybe it would be easier for us all to
accept you if we knew why you wanted all this money in the first place. I mean,
a hundred billion dollars—”


Jamie pointed his finger in the
air. “My cut was only forty.”


“Still!”


Jamie stared at her for a moment,
trying to decide whether to explain. “Okay,” he said, finally. “When did you
last live on Earth?”


“Seven years ago or so,” she
said.


“Oh, that’s right,” Jamie said,
scratching his head. “I forgot. You left after things got too hot after
Overland.”


“Yes, and thanks for bringing it
up. But you were saying?”


“Well, if you lived any time in
the US—” 


“Canada, mostly,” she said.


“You would have known Senator
Keeler,” he finished.


“Elaine Keeler?” Bridget said.
Her eyes widened. “Yeah, I know her.” Her voice grew cold. “She was on the
Overland committee. She made my life a living hell.”


“Mine, too,” Jamie said. “She’s
my mother.”


* * *


Jamie was back in his favorite
bar again. Only he didn’t have the immerso goggles
on, and his bar was a kitchen — and Bridget was sitting in the accountant’s spot.
Norm would be horrified, Jamie thought, pouring her a drink.


They’d both changed to casual
clothes since arriving back aboard the Dragon’s Depot, and Bridget had
completely changed her treatment of him since his admission back aboard Indispensable. For the last hour, she’d
been positively human — and completely amazed at the story of his life.


“So what you’re telling me,” she
said, “is that you embezzled all this money so you can get rich and shove it in
your family’s faces?”


Jamie took another swig of his
drink. “Oh, not just my family. There are plenty of
other faces to consider. But the Keelers are right up
there in front.”


The Keelers. He’d taken to thinking of them
just like that, as a collection, a species. For a century, they’d been the
power brokers of the southeast: Boca Brahmins with too much money and a sense
of noblesse oblige. Only their noblesse had obliged
them to meddle in other people’s lives everywhere.


 US Transportation Secretary Jacob Keeler had
upended an industry, issuing the regulations requiring all Coandăcars
to be retrofitted onto existing auto chassis to conserve metal. Supreme Court
Justice Loren Swenk-Keeler had cast the deciding vote
prohibiting humans from interfacing cybernetically
with data systems. And European Union Vice-President Olivia Keeler had run the
commission that decided, ultimately, how the whole world would respond to the Regulan gestures at the dawn of the interstellar age. 


The Keelers
had sided with no one political party in their sixty years of public life. Their
primary loyalty was to the family, and to the goal of making it richer and more
powerful. If they had not yet added president or prime minister to the family résumé,
it was only because it had served them better at the time to work from
someplace else in the system. They just liked messing with things to show they
could. If there had been a movement to legislate the spelling of ketchup as
catsup, a Keeler would have been somewhere nearby.


It was an old goat of a Keeler that
married his mother not long after Marty Sturm flipped out and went into space.
The aging senator had never adopted Jamie, nor made the slightest move to make
the boy feel welcome. After a few of his antics, Jamie was buried in boarding
school and forgotten. Elaine Sturm — Elaine Keeler — did
little to intervene, as Jamie saw it. By the time the old man finally kicked
off and his mother took over his senate seat, Jamie’s relationship with her was
as dead as the old man.


Jamie refilled his glass. “It
would take,” he said, “ten billion dollars to get a Keeler to recognize you as
a life-form. Twenty to really get their attention.”


“And forty billion?” she asked.


“Think thousand-dollar pants with
piss stains.” He clinked his glass against hers.
“Cheers.”


Bridget shook her head. “This is
just dizzying. Your family, these numbers?” She
chuckled. “I grew up in a town of three hundred people on the tundra.”


“Until my mother hauled you
before her committee and ran you off the planet.”


“Yeah,” Bridget said. She shook
her head. “I don’t care. They were going to find someone to hang.”


 “I guess we’re both refugees from Elaine.” 


 She emptied her drink and set her glass down.
“Still, this is all crazy, Jamie. Jealousy? Sibling rivalry? This is not exactly what I was expecting
you were going to tell me.”


“What, you thought I was going to
open a children’s hospital with the money?” He shook his head. “Buy a few
billion boxes of Girl Scout Cookies? That’s not me.” He chuckled. “Unless doing so would annoy my family.”


Bridget smiled a little. She
started to say something when her earpiece beeped. Jamie watched her as she
listened.


“It’s Leo,” she said. “The high-grav suits are loaded for Xi Boötes,”
she said, getting up. “Yours too.”


Jamie looked back at her weakly. “Mine too?”


“Well, you’d better have one, or
you won’t be able to move there.” 


“Xi Boötes,”
he said, groaning. “I don’t go to stars with umlauts. Sorry.”


She stowed her glass and walked
toward the exit. “I’ll see you at the loading tube.”


“Wait, wait,” Jamie said, head
buzzing. “Oh, so I share everything and you walk out?” He laughed. “Little town
in Canada is all I get?”


“Nothing to know,” she said,
shrugging.


“Oh, really?” He looked at her and smirked. “O’Herlihy told me you killed your boyfriend.”


She stopped in the doorway. “He
did?” she asked, her back to him.


“Yeah,” Jamie said. He stared at
her as she stood there in silence. “Wait. You mean he was serious?”


“We go in an hour,” she said.
“You’d better shower and change. And it’s better to throw up here than in zero
gee, if you’re going to.” 


She closed the door.
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Kolvax sat beneath the great tree,
immersed in the whole of human history. Like most Xylanx
space stations, Gharion Preserve had a sizable
greenhouse ring. His armor shed, Kolvax luxuriated in
his underclothes near an artificial brook, studying from a small crystal display.


Texts and videos translated into
the Xylanx language had taken him far away to Earth,
which was what the humans called their homeworld. He
had followed Homo sapiens from the days of caves and darkness to the discovery
of agriculture, through the births of religion and writing to the splitting of
the atom. He saw the species become a silly people in the previous century,
obsessed with entertainment and squabbling over irrelevancies. And he saw the
arrival of the busybody Regulans, and the great
awakening that followed.


It was all in the knowglobe, there for anyone to find. The second he returned
from Mu Cassiopieae with the humans’ device, his
followers within the Severed had gone to work analyzing the information inside.
There were so many details to sift through. The humans even had a name for the
star the Gharion Preserve station orbited: Pi3 Orionis. Couldn’t they come up with a better name than that?


Humans had no marketing sense at
all.


The most shocking thing, however,
was that none of what Kolvax had already learned had
required any decryption at all. The humans put it all out there for the taking,
like something they were proud of. He hadn’t imagined that possible. The Xylanx were champions of obfuscation and self-censorship
when it came to their own origins. The grand traditions the Dominium sought to
protect were whatever things served its politicos at the moment: the true past
was always kept out of sight. 


But any time humanity’s
representatives met another mercantile species and linked knowglobes,
they passed on their complete profile. It was a deranged practice. Slavery,
biological warfare, dancing contests — no horror was so shameful the humans would
not share it. Kolvax was surprised anyone traded with
them at all.


Most tantalizing was the
information from the last few years, since the people of Earth reached out to
the stars. The speed with which they had integrated into the local commercial
scene was truly amazing. And yet there were counterforces
at work on Earth. The humans were concerned about contaminating their planet
with alien biomaterial: it helped that the whirlibangs
were all millions of miles away, in the orbital neighborhood of a planet called
Venus. Bangboxes sent through the transit stations
underwent standard inspections before being carted to the blue planet.


And then there were the
assassinations at Overland carried out by the Walled Garden movement. The Xylanx had heard the filthy Gebrans
were involved in a war some eight years earlier, but they didn’t know with whom
they’d fought it. The news explained a lot. 


The existence of an isolationist
movement on Earth was unsurprising: xenophobia was a powerful sentiment among Kolvax’s own people, who had been in space far longer. He himself
had done a lot to milk it. But there was no mistaking which side of the
argument had the upper hand on Earth: humans would continue to migrate any place they were allowed to go. That was part of
why they had to be stopped. 


Still, a fifth
column of humanity, willing to take extreme measures to cut off their world
from the galaxy?
That could be useful, Kolvax thought. Fellow travelers to his own silly excuse for a movement. If
not usable in his current plans, then maybe such a human group could come in
handy some day in the future.


He was sure about one thing,
however: the influx of information was certain to feed the Xylanx’s
paranoia about the species, and while that served him well, it had its downside.
He was reluctant to even visit the scriptorium where his Severed
disciples were boiling down the salient points to send back to the Dominium.
The flood of facts must be sending his dear fearmongers
into overdrive.


And there was one now, Kolvax saw, looking up. An armored figure quivered behind a
nearby bush. 


Kolvax sighed. “Tellmer,
get out here.”


“I’m sorry, sir,” his aide said,
barely visible through the branches. “You’re naked—”


“No, I’m not,” Kolvax said. Stupid movement. “If
it makes you feel any better, adjust your visor’s settings so my unholy kneecaps
will not offend you.”


Tellmer stepped out into the open.
“That’s better,” the relieved Xylander said.


“You’re talking to a shrub, you
idiot,” Kolvax said. “I’m to your right.”


“Sorry. I can’t see very well.”
Sheepishly, Tellmer turned toward him, face-mask
darkened. Of all Kolvax’s followers from his Sigma Draconis exile, only Tellmer had
kept on wearing the deadly golden collar. The others had removed the booby-trapped
devices, but Tellmer had decided to continue to allow
Kolvax to have the ability to kill him on a whim.


Of course, Kolvax
had that ability in any event: Tellmer was a
weakling. Maybe Tellmer was just making things
convenient for him. That was an aide’s job, after all. And maybe, after losing
and regaining two limbs in the last weeks, the imbecile figured the medics
could do the same with his head, should it go astray. 


“You have news from Liandro?” Kolvax asked.


“The elder believer has broken
the code,” Tellmer said. “The operational data you
wished is now yours.”


Kolvax looked at his display. Yes, the
information was feeding to it. “You’ve read it all?” he asked.


“Yes,” Tellmer
said. “Full profiles on all the members of the trader’s team. Biometric
information, principally — they monitor each other’s well-being while in armor.”


“How touching,” Kolvax said, scowling as he scanned. He was more interested
in the histories. “What does this mean? About the merchant?”


“Ah. That was the most difficult
encryption to break,” Tellmer said. “Evidently, the
trader — one Jamison Phillip Sturm — had among his mission dossiers record-keeping
about his own goals. As near as we can figure, he is obligated to obtain what
is apparently a vast sum of riches in the next few weeks.”


“Or what?” Kolvax
said.


“I would imagine they’d kill him.
Or perhaps they would simply mutilate him in some way.” He flexed his gloved
hands, uncomfortably. “It’s what we’d do.”


“Hmm.” Kolvax
hadn’t studied up enough yet on what the human sanctions were for poor job
performance. But in examining the file Tellmer was
referring to, Kolvax observed that the trader
certainly seemed motivated. A breakneck trading schedule had been plotted out, human
visits to several destinations emanating from the Sigma Draconis
station that had once been their place of exile.


“This Sturm is in a real hurry,”
he concluded. “You’re right. It must be pretty bad, what he’s facing. You’ve
seen him, Tellmer: he’s almost as big a coward as you
are.”


And now Kolvax
had his itinerary.


The Xylander
went silent for a moment, contemplating. Yes, he had the resources now for one
of his more ambitious plans — and the knowglobe had
given him more than enough information to pull it off. He spoke his thoughts
out loud. “What…what if we could really take care of the human problem once and
for all?”


Tellmer straightened. “I thought the
Dominium advocated going slowly on the human matter, Great Kolvax.
They just wanted you to investigate.”


“So I’ve investigated,” he said.
He waved the crystal display in his hand. “What more do they want me to find
out?” He licked his cracked lips. “No, this is perfect. The next time we see
Jamison Phillip Sturm, his whole world is going to change.” He looked up. “And
so will ours.”
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 “Can we please stop giving cute
names to things that can kill us?” Jamie asked.


Bridget laughed. It was true; the
Moogles were more than a little frightening. They
resembled mammoth muffins: each on three legs, each leg the size of an
elephant. Ten slender arms were evenly spaced around their wide muffin-top midsections,
and giant mouths appeared as sphincters on the top of their “heads.”


“Just stay out of traffic and
you’ll be okay,” she said. The Moogles walked by
twirling around on one giant foot, and if they had a way of seeing what was
underneath them, she didn’t know what it was. The dossier on the Moogles suggested the arms, which seemed to be constantly
in motion, might provide some kind of optical or motion-sensory input, but
nobody really knew. All that the Signatory Systems knew was that Moog, the planet
the Moogles lived on, was a commercial dead zone. And a heavy one, at that.


Xi Boötes
A was a G-type star more similar in size, color, and age to Earth’s sun than
any they had visited recently. Of course, it wasn’t the only star in its
system, and its main inhabited planet was a dense iron ball twice the size of
the Earth. Landing on Moog had caused Bridget’s weight to more than double
instantly: they probably wouldn’t be putting in any spas for the
weight-conscious here. And breast implants wouldn’t be too popular either. They
would not be founding New California on Moog.


All the members of Surge Three
wore their high-gravity HardSHEL armor units, with
armatures specially designed to provide movement — and inside, exerting pressure
to keep blood flowing back upward. Nonetheless, they couldn’t stay here long,
on account of Jamie. The others were in peak physical condition, but Jamie was
already nursing a sore leg from a fall on Leel, and
she didn’t take him for a workout nut. He had also had the usual sea-legs
difficulties getting around.


“I feel like I’m drunk,” Jamie
said, staggering on the yellow stone surface.


“You were. Now you’re just heavy.
Let the servos do their job,” she said. “When you fall down, you’re falling
almost three times as fast.”


“Every day’s a thrill ride,”
Jamie said, resigned.


“You’ll be an old hand soon,” she
said. “Like me.”


“Dear God, don’t let that
happen.”


Bridget grinned. After their conversation
in the kitchen, she’d come to appreciate his situation a little better — if not
to approve of his actions. Jamie wasn’t whining nearly as much after the sales
coup on Leel — it really was a big deal — and it seemed
to Bridget as if Jamie was finally beginning to understand just how diverse and
exotic life in the galaxy was. 


From a desktop, she thought, it
was probably easy to imagine that the creatures of the universe were just like
you. Dealing solely with names and numbers, you never imagined just how
unfamiliar your trading partners really looked. The Sheoruk,
the Baghu, the Leelites — these
had to tell Jamie that the universe was a lot more complicated than he
imagined.


That great variety, however, also
made the bipedal Xylanx — who were shaped like humans — of
definite interest. But they were of interest for different reasons than they
would have been even half a century earlier. 


Intelligent life was everywhere
in the cosmos, humanity had found: that Big Question had been answered, but
good. As the possible configurations that sentience took grew and grew, though,
Earth’s travelers noted a disappointing lack of locations that humans could
live in without space suits or mechanical assistance.


Earthlings could live and work, of course, quite comfortably in those other places:
the revolutionary Supralight Hygienic Environment
Layer, the innermost skin of a HardSHEL or SoftSHEL suit, made that possible. But many humans longed
for a place where they could kick back outside, lounging beneath a tree in a
nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere, protected by an ozone layer at twenty-four degrees
Celsius. And while potential Earthlike planets had been catalogued by
researchers since the late twentieth century, no actual Terra-twins had been
found. Shafted by the final frontier, real estate brokers everywhere had gone
into therapy.


So the Xylanx
were of interest on their own, but also because of what their existence
suggested. Weighing eighty kilos, having long limbs, and owning opposable
thumbs made sense only on a certain kind of planet. The Xylanx
seemed a little more massive than the baseline human, but their general shape was
still close enough. Did they breathe air in those helmets? What was their sun
like? Did they have more than one home?


Moog’s sun was nice and familiar,
but no humans would be moving here. And it didn’t seem as if there was any
trading to do, either. The Moogles were allegedly
intelligent, and their stomping grounds had great mineral riches. But they
protected the ground just by walking around.


“Porriman
trader approaching,” Hiro Welligan
said from his watch point. “Hold on to your wallet.”


Jamie and Bridget turned to see a
tracked vehicle crawling slowly toward them, giving the herd of tromping Moogles a wide berth. 


Natives of Porrima
were chubby lumps. About the same height as humans, Porrimans
propelled themselves along, sluglike, on a sheen of
internally generated ooze. With their four arms, minds for deal making, and home
conveniently located near several other Signatory Systems worlds,
the Porrimans had inveigled a position for themselves
as the premier warehouse keepers for the stellar neighborhood. Granted, they
seldom got shipments right, but that only attracted foreign advisers by the ’boxload there to work as observers — while spending money in Porriman establishments. Bridget thought it was a pretty
good scheme.


The trader’s vehicle trundled up.
Bridget could see clearly the Porriman’s pudgy body
mechanically — and, she imagined, uncomfortably — suspended inside his vehicle. Robotic
arms hung limply outside the carriage. The Porriman’s
dark eyes stared at them. “More victims here, I see,” a jolly but sarcastic
male voice said over the airwaves.


Jamie did a double take at the
words.


“Victims?” Bridget asked. 


“To try the
impossible — selling to the Moogles.” The Porriman
gestured back with one of his hands toward the milling field of giants. “Humans, aren’t you?” he said. “Well, Frocky
of Porrima welcomes you. Even as
he’s about to leave!”


“Now come on!” Jamie said,
looking back at the team’s knowglobe. “That’s Phil
Silvers!”


Bridget blinked. “Who?”


“Television comic from the twentieth
century,” Jamie said. 


“Oh, that again,” she said,
dismissively. “You have a strange hobby.” She understood nostalgia: remembering
things you were exposed to in your youth is good for your synapses. Nostalgia
for things before you were born, on the other hand, made no sense to her. 


Jamie shook his head. “I’m just
imagining how much licensing money the knowglobe
people must pay out. Personality rights are descendible, you know. That started
with Elvis.”


“Who…?” Bridget shook her head. “Never mind. You’ll just tell me.”


Frocky wheeled toward Jamie. “What’s
the matter, my friend? You sound troubled. As if trust is missing from our
relationship. Tragic, given how long we’ve known each other.
Why, it must be two minutes we’ve known each other. You’re breaking poor Frocky’s circulatory organs.” 


“Well, it’s not you,” Jamie said.
“Or maybe it is. Our knowglobe has selected for your
voice a human who was famous for portraying a con artist.”


“Portraying?” Frocky
said, sounding mildly interested. “Was he one?”


“I don’t think so. But listening
to you, I can’t take you seriously.”


“Well, it’s a two-way street,
young man — to use an expression which is completely meaningless to me. Because my knowglobe,
back at the ship that you’ve so thoughtfully double-parked, has chosen a
communications profile for you that I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy.”


Jamie’s interest was piqued. “Who
is it?”


“Weren’t you listening? It’s my
worst enemy. Supervisor Vangwoo.
The mere sound of your voice makes me want to crawl back into the egg.” 


Bridget smiled. “You were saying
about the Moogles?”


Frocky waved his arms. “Hopeless! Completely hopeless. No one can sell to these things. Better
people have tried. I just have. It’s useless to ask. They’re living on a field
we know holds wealth beyond measure — and if you poke a stick into the ground,
they stomp you to death! You can’t trade them anything, because there’s nothing
they want!”


“Maybe it’s all in your
approach,” Jamie said. “Have you tried teddy bears?”


“A comedian! Funny, this kid is.” Frocky shook his head. “Well, you can do the floor show
without me, because I give up. Good old Frocky is
through!” With that, he started rolling toward his spacecraft.


Bridget looked back at the Moogles. There were
hundreds of them, wandering aimlessly like cattle — only cows that gesticulated
constantly with ten hands. “I think we’ll give it a try anyway, Frocky.”


“‘A try,’ she says!” Frocky
waved with four arms to the brilliant blue sky. “Well, young lady, I’m sure you
will do wonderfully well in my absence. Just don’t come to Frocky
after you’ve been flattened. I can’t stand the sight of anything that’s been
inside anyone else, regardless of species or creed!”


“Wait,” Bridget said. “You said
you talked with them. We don’t have a language file—”


“You wouldn’t.” Frocky stopped and looked them over. “Sure,” he said. “Why not. I’ve got nothing to lose. It’s a sign language.
They’re always moving their arms, right? Astonishingly, it means something.
I’ve spent a month learning it. Here.” He touched a
control inside his compartment. “I’m transmitting it to you now. I hope you
enjoy all the time it’ll take for you to learn it!”


At that, he rumbled off to his
ship.


“It takes all kinds,” Bridget
said.


“Then we’re in luck, because it looks
like the universe has them all,” Jamie replied. “And it keeps sending them all
to me.”


* * *


Simply walking out onto the
yellow plain had been a challenge for Jamie. He’d fallen twice and would have
broken his arms if it weren’t for the power-assist his outfit was providing.
This time, he’d been given a high-grav HardSHEL suit like the other troops had, although without
the armament. Stupid
regulation.


But the internal armature had
come in handy on another front. As always, Jamie marveled at what Trovatelli was able to accomplish. She hadn’t wanted to
come along, as she was still absorbed in her studies of the data on the Xylanx. But even from Indispensable,
she’d been able to help Jamie accomplish something in hours that had taken Frocky a month.


Under the watchful eyes of
Bridget and her companions, Jamie stood before a single Moogle
that had wandered away from its herd. 


“Hello,” the trader said. As he
did so, the servos caused his arms to flap up and down.


“You’re a seagull,” Welligan said, laughing.


“I’m talking here,” Jamie
replied — and that statement, too, caused his arms to gesticulate wildly.


It got the Moogle’s
attention. It twirled backward on one leg and then returned to its original
position.


Jamie read the readout projected
inside his helmet. His cameras, interfacing with the language database Frocky had provided, interpreted the response as an
acknowledgment. Nothing more.


I
feel like a marionette playing charades, Jamie thought.


“I have much to sell,” Jamie
said. He started to point back to the ship, where the fabricator had been
rolled out, but his arms began moving in a wild sequence of gestures that sent
the briefcase tumbling from his hand.


He felt like a football referee
on a bender. Now all his bodyguards were chuckling. Bridget picked up the
briefcase and held it for him. “Try again,” she said, smiling. 


“I will trade for mining rights,”
Jamie said, trying to use as few words as possible so as to protect his poor
arms. “We will not damage your land. You must tell me what you want.”


As soon as Jamie’s arms finished
their sequence of moves, the Moogle raised its hands
in the air and thundered off to the west, running away from him and toward the
herd, far away.


“What the hell?” Jamie asked. He
regretted he’d opened his mouth. “Interface off,” he snarled.


Bridget stared into the distance.
“Something rattled that guy,” she said. It had reached its companions in an
amazingly short time for something so massive.


Jamie heard a chime in his ear.
It was Trovatelli calling in. “You guys had better
wait,” she said, her voice sounding urgent.


“What is it?” Jamie asked. He
stared at the Moogles. Something was going on out
there, half a kilometer away.


“We forgot something with the
sign language,” she said. “The Porrimans’ language
required four arms.”


“Yeah,” Bridget said. “But we
allotted for that. We built a vocab using just the
words that required his, er, top arms.”


“That’s what I thought,” Trovatelli said. “But I was just rechecking — and I think we
misread ‘dominant arm’ for ‘top arm.’”


Bridget’s eyes narrowed. “You
mean Frocky was left-handed?”


“Bottom-handed,”
the Q/A said.


Jamie saw the huge herd beginning
to move. “So what did I just tell them? I asked what they wanted!”


“No,” Trovatelli
said. “You told them you wanted to eat their young!”


Bridget took a step back.
“That’s…no good.” The herd was moving now, stampeding on all threes toward them.


The entire team turned,
struggling to run in the high gravity.


“Well, I think we know what they
want now,” Jamie yelled, huffing. “They want to stomp us to death!”


To be continued in the next episode. Your book will be automatically updated with Episode 5 and you can continue reading from this page.


Discuss this episode with other readers in this book's Customer Discussions Forum on Amazon.com.
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